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Abstract
This thesis focuses on the transformational role art 
and education played in the life of a female learner and 
educator whose culture of origin sanctioned neither. This 
study uses autoethnography (self-study) as research method 
and postmodern theory as a framework to explore my struggle 
to obtain an education in Canada and develop visual art 
skills. The findings of my research are explored through a 
self portrait I created specifically for this purpose. Art 
and Education are a cultural transgression against Old 
Colony Mennonite ideology. Considerable research has been 
conducted on Mennonites from Mexico, however; research is 
unavailable on what it is like to live through the 
transition of life from Mexico to Canada, especially from a 
female perspective. I was born in Mexico, migrated betweenV
Canada and Mexico, and was eventually raised in south­
western Ontario.
Keywords: autoethnography, self-study, postmodern theory, 
art, education, female learner, educator, Old 
Colony Mennonite, Mexico, Canada
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A Context for My Story
The following are three early recollections of 
education and art experiences that I lived as a youngster 
and newcomer to Canada; these experiences initiated and 
fostered my desire to go to school and further develop my 
art skills:
I. My artwork had been selected as the winning work 
in a primary grade art contest at school. 1  don't 
remember the subject matter in the artwork or the 
colours - I just remember that it was awarded first 
prize. I believe the prize was 50 cents - and dt 
belonged to me. In my family, all monies were given to 
my father, but in this instance an exception was made. 
I was allowed to keep the reward money. My mother 
accompanied me to a department store and I purchased a 
plastic tea set which I shared with my older sister 
and younger brother when we played house. I believe 
this may have occurred when I was seven years old and 
still in grade one. I repeated grade 1 because I did 
not speak English; low-German was the only language 
spoken at home.
II. It was picture day at school and I did not want 
to miss it. It may have been September or early 
October because the weather was warm enough to wear a 
sleeveless dress which was forbidden. My parents 
wanted me to stay home and help work on the farm - 
school was not important, farm-work was - but I had 
other plans. I got up early and put on a pretty 
sleeveless lace dress which had been either picked up 
at a second-hand store, or received as a donation, 
most likely secretly because my mother would not allow 
us to dress like that - it was too worldly. My hair 
was not in braids and pinned up in this school photo 
so I either had permission to wear my hair down or I
; had done so against parental wishes - most likely the 
latter. I did not let my mother see me until it was 
time to run out the door to catch the bus and then it
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was too late to keep me home or make me change my 
clothes. I was determined to go to school and look 
like the other children, especially for picture day. 
This particular day I chose to be blatantly 
disobedient. I do not have an exact recollection of my 
age or grade; it was possibly grade 2 or 3.
III. Someone had taught me how to make tissue paper 
roses, although I cannot recall the person's name or 
context in which I learned to do so. I showed my rose 
to one of my teachers (possibly in art class) who 
loved it and asked me if I could teach the class to 
make tissue paper roses. I showed the students how to 
cut out tissue paper hearts, wrap each heart around a 
pencil, and wrinkle the paper together. Then the 
tissue was released and gently peeled off the pencil. 
After the heart petals had been shaped, they were then 
taped or tied with thread to a pipe cleaner to form a 
rose. I think we made roses for Mother's Day. I 
believe I was in grade 5. I cannot recall with 
accuracy the year or my age, but I remember "'the 
experience of leading the class in this craft.1
Research Questions
■ How did the experiences of art and education influence 
the life of a female learner and educator whose 
culture of origin sanctioned neither?
■ What can be learned from these experiences?
This thesis project focused on the transformational 
role art and education played in my life and sought to, 
explore.the broader cultural and educational implications 
of these experiences. At an early age I expressed a passion
1 Clandinin and Connelly (2000) state that "it makes a difference if 
the memory-is an adult account of a childhood memory or if it is 
presented as.,a child's account" (p. 193). The above vignettes are an 
adult account of childhood memory.
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for artistic expression. Through the comments of teachers 
and peers I became aware that I possessed a degree of 
artistic ability.2 My enjoyment of art was accompanied by a 
love of.learning. I loved attending school, but there was 
one major obstacle. My desire to pursue education was 
continuously and deliberately discouraged by my parents 
who, because of their ethnic and religious culture, 
believed that education outside of their separatist Old 
Colony Mennonite tradition was wrong. My struggle to obtain 
an education in Canada and thereby develop my artistic 
skills was a cultural transgression^against Old Colony ; 
Mennonite ideology.
Intent of Study
This study is about my love for artistic expression, 
and my struggle to go to school as a young learner in 
Canada against the wishes of my parents, even at the v 
elementary school level. It is about experiencing the 
tensions and contradictions of what it was like to love 
school and create art on one hand, and being discouraged - 
even forbidden to do so - by parental and cultural sanction 
on the other. This is about my experience of' what it was 
like to live as an Old Colony Mennonite child born in
2By artistic ability I refer to the visual arts and an ability to 
produce graphic representations and intuitive colour mixing well ahead 
of my peers (Hurwitz, 1983; Pariser, 1997) .
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Mexico, being transported back and forth between Mexico and 
Canada, and finally being raised in Canada - but not part 
of mainstream Canadian society. It is about a double 
transgression - that of art and education. All art forms 
including dance, musical instruments, and drama were 
forbidden - they had no place in my culture of origin.
The objectives of the study were to explore how art, 
education, and culture informed my life. Samaras, Hicks, 
and Berger (2004) assert the importance of self-study 
through personal history. They maintain :that we, as : 
educators, gain an understanding of our self-construction 
and our professional identity by examining our personal 
lives; it informs our pedagogy and our students' learning 
(p. 906) .
The purpose of the study was not to suggest that: 
minority cultures need to assimilate with dominant 
cultures, nor to promote pedagogical erasure. By 
pedagogical erasure I refer to situations where teachers 
Vassume that Canadian minority populations, or invisible 
minority members like myself, automatically group-identify 
with their culture of origin, when in,fact they have chosen 
to self-identify with the dominant culture (Clark, 1996, p. 
57) as I have done. The phenomenon I addressed in the study 
was my persistent struggle to attend elementary and
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secondary school even though it went against the wishes of 
my parents and the teachings of the Old Colony Mennonite 
culture and religion (Friesen, 1996; Redekop, 1969).
Value of Study
From an education perspective, research indicates that 
developing problem-solving skills in art education 
increases problem-solving skills and confidence in other 
subject areas (Bai, 2003; Courtney, 1988); art is 
instrumental in facilitating education and creativity. In 
addition, I believe that problem-solving skills in art 
education are also transferable to life lived outside of 
education. It has been" argued that teachers should develop 
and explore ways of helping students build confidence and 
skills in the arts (Clark, 2002; Courtney, 1988; Edwards, 
1979; Gee, 2004; Jones, 1997; Pariser, 1997; Stankiewicz, 
1997).Teachers invested in my life by continuously v 
encouraging me to engage in art production and, as such, 
influenced my self-perception as an artist. The fact that 
artistic expression undergirded my determination to attain 
an education makes artistic expression central to my 
educational experience and, therefore, to the phenomenon 
being explored.
On a practical level, south-western Ontario is host to 
a significant minority of Old Colony Mennonites who have
re-entered Canada from Mexico (Loewen Reimer, 2008; 
Redekop, 1969; Sawatzky, 1971). Their children are part of 
the Canadian school system, sometimes on a temporary basis 
as they migrate between Canada and Mexico and often times 
on a permanent basis as they establish their new home and 
life in Canada. Educators need to understand the tensions 
these learners grapple with between their desire to learn 
and stay in school.and their desire to obey their parents 
and honour their religious and cultural beliefs which 
emphasize separation from .the world. Some parents do not 
participate in their children's educational process - as 
was my personal experience - in an effort to thwart or 
stifle enthusiasm for further learning. Educators need to 
be sensitive ,to tensions which result from cultural 
differences in order to better facilitate successful 
learning- opportunities and outcomes for minority students.
On an emancipative level this study hopes to give 
voice to the silenced and the marginalized by virtue of 
breaking the silence. It gives voice to complex unspoken 
issues that arose when my closed, conservative culture of 
origin intersected with the Canadian public education 
system. It serves as a way to open discourse about 
marginalization and seeks ways to counter inequity by 
breaking the silence. For too many years, silence lias been
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the answer. Silence perpetuates ignorance. Silence does not 
seek ways to strive for understanding, tolerance, 
acceptance, knowing, and alternative'narratives. Most 
learners in the Canadian school system do not struggle to 
obtain an elementary and secondary school education against 
the wishes of their parents and their cultural beliefs.
When learners come to school, they do not come as empty 
slates. To separate culture and home life from the 
educational lives of the learners;is to fracture and 
compartmentalize the educational experience - to separate 
education from the whole lived experience of the learner. 
The struggles of a youngster determined to attend school in 
Canada, even elementary school, against parental and 
cultural wishes is a phenomenon worthy of investigation.
Canadian public education still poses a dilemma for 
Old Colony Mennonites from Mexico because this particular 
minority is secessionist by choice.. Inclusive education, 
pluralism, and multiculturalism promote diversity and 
multicultural perspectives, but this culture does not want 
to be included. Redekop (1969) states "the Old Colony has 
been 'invited' to share the culture of the dominant group, 
[Canadian society and education] and the unequal.treatment 
[pressure to assimilate through education] has been the ¡ 
result of refusing the 'invitation' of the dominant society
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... because it wants to be left alone" (p. 234). Redekop 
further articulates "the Old Colony wants the freedom to 
live its own 'life without hindrance' but it wants the 
dominant society to provide certain amenities and ' 
protection" (p. 234). The biggest threat to maintaining the 
status quo of this minority group is education. The biggest 
challenge that teachers face is providing an alternative 
perspective of the world without dismantling the religious 
beliefs and ethnic cultures of minority groups.
Context and Background
In order to understand my cultural background and what 
I mean by cultural transgression it is important to 
understand the cultural, social, and. historical context of 
the Old Colony Mennonite culture into which I was born. My 
culture of origin is that of the Old Colony Mennonites from 
Mexico, a branch of the most conservative group of the 
Dutch/low-German speaking Mennonites (Sawatzky, 1971). It 
is crucial to clearly delineate the specific Mennonite 
group I was born into from the myriad of existing Mennonite 
groups since there are over twenty such groups in Canada 
(Loewen Reimer, 2008). It would.be a gross misassumption to 
categorize all. Mennonites under one umbrella term. It was 
perhaps this, assumption that caused some ambivalence on my 
part. to research, my Mennonite past . It is not my intention
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to perpetuate a critical, negative perception of the 
Mennonite people nor to compile a Mennonite history but, 
rather, to provide a lived account of my art and 
educational experience in Canada as a Mennonite immigrant 
from Mexico.
Relevant Literature
Considerable research has been conducted on Mennonites 
from Mexico. There is a rich body on the history of the Old 
Colony Mennonites, but it is frequently situated within a 
broader survey of Mennonite history (Ens, 1994; Epp, 1982; 
Friesen, 1996; Fretz, 1967, 1989; Loewen, 1999; L'oewen 
Reimer 2008; Smith, 1957) and, as such, does not afford an 
in-depth analysis or understanding of the Old Colony 
Mennonites from Mexico in particular. Two comprehensive 
historical, sociological, and cultural analyses of this 
particular group were compiled by Redekop (1969) and 
Sawatzky (1971). In recent years there has been a ; :
resurgence of interest in studying the Old Colony^ . 
Mennonites from Mexico including their low-German language 
(Hedges, 1996; Hiebert, 2002; Sider, 2006):, their music and 
song; traditions (Klassen, 2008), and women's everyday lives 
and health in Mexico including women from the more liberal 
Mennonite Conference group as well as the conservative Old 
Colony Mennonites (Reinschmidt, 2001). Of interest in the
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literature is the Old Colony Mennonite migration between 
Mexico and Canada in search of seasonal labour. The 
resulting social barriers, health and hygiene issues, 
labour injustices, and educational interruptions 
experienced by theses families and their children have come 
to the attention of Canadian society (Babcock, 1998; Cribb, 
1994; Farahbakhsh, 2007; Laliberte, 2007).
The cultural literature on the subject of.Mennonites 
from Mexico used in this thesis is grounded in qualitative 
methodologies, though not all ethnographies are necessarily 
qualitative. The literature in this study is based on "the 
view that reality is constructed by individuals interacting 
with their social worlds" (Merriam, 2001, p. 6) and is 
"interested in understanding the meaning people have 
constructed, that is, how they make sense of their world" 
(p.6). Within the qualitative umbrella of research are 
numerous forms of inquiry such as case study, ethnography, 
narrative inquiry, and phenomenology to name a few. The 
works of Redekop (1969) and Sawatzky (1971) are 
ethnographic in that they both involved extensive field 
study for the purpose of studying human society and culture 
- i n  particular, the history and culture of the Old Colony 
Mennonites in Canada and Mexico. Both Redekop and Sawatzky 
are native ethnographers. They originated from a
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progressive Mennonite background, not a conservative one 
like the Mennonites from Mexico from which I originated., 
Redekop tells us that he had not known Old Colony 
Mennonites even existed until he encountered them in : 
Manitoba while navigating the terrain by horse and buggy. 
The works of Babcock (1998) and Farahbakhsh (2007) centre 
on participatory action research which falls into the 
critical theory typology. Critical research finds its 
origins in Marxist philosophy which critiques power, 
privilege, and oppression; it seeks equity and :
democratization. Babcock and Farahbakhsh's research was not 
explanatory through observation, but was participant * 
oriented to help improve the lives of the Mennonite people. 
For example, Babcock's research enabled representatives of 
the community to develop a partnership with Old Colony 
Mennonites in southern Alberta. Through this partnership . 
Old Colony Mennonites were better able to make transitions 
to Canadian society. This was achieved by focusing on 
community development, identifying needs, and utilizing a 
family-centred approach that paid special attention to 
cultural and religious traditions (p. iii). The work of 
Reinschmidt (2001) is concerned with representing the 
everyday lives of the Mennonite women in terms of history 
and health from the perspectives of the Mennonite. women
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within their cultural context. It focuses oniMennonite 
gendered and moral identities.
There is a gap in the literature on Mennonites from 
Mexico. While there has been considerable research in the 
areas of history, literacy, low-German language, music 
making, agriculture, migration, Mennonite women's lives and 
health in Mexico, and difficulties transitioning to 
Canadian life, all are outsider perspectives. According to 
Chang (2008), an outsider perspective is a.view from one or 
more strangers "who possess and operate by different frames 
of. reference" (p. 26). An insider perspective is :a view 
from within, from someone who shares the same frames of 
reference; the native's point of view (p. 27). Research is 
unavailable on what it is like to live through the 
transition of life from Mexico to Canada - especially from 
the perspective of a female Mennonite from Mexico. Most of 
the research available in the literature on Mennonites from 
Mexico centres on Mennonite men and their roles in shaping 
Mennonite history and culture. The research has been 
conducted by external scholars and interpreted through 
external lenses; Mennonite women exist in silence. To date, 
(insider) research by a woman or women from within this 
culture is unavailable. Not only is there a gap in the 
literature from a female's perspective, no research’has
13
been conducted on visual art production within this 
culture.
This study contributes to the knowledge of the Old 
Colony Mennonite people from Mexico - especially from a 
female perspective - by providing a rich-description of the 
lived art and educational experiences from inside the 
cultural community. It explores what it means to struggle 
to make sense of living in a closed society and its 
intersection within a larger social context in Canadian , 
society. It is designed to help the reader understand the 
personal conflict that resulted from pursuing education 
through art in a culture where education was not sanctioned 
and art was suspect. It highlights the complexities: of 
being female in a patriarchal structure where women are 
meant to be silent.
This study also connects the reader with the 
fundamentals'of :art, why art was and is important to me, 
and why educators might teach, study, and make art. At the 
most basic level,
Art is a part of our lives because it brings us 
pleasure ... the pleasure of engagement. Art makes us 
feel; it makes us feel alive sensuously, emotionally, 
and intellectually. Such pleasures are for the most 
part intensely personal. (Gee, 2004, p. 126)
I. had the opportunity to experience art in elementary and
secondary school and remember the pleasure and enjoyment I
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derived from these experiences and the growing self-esteem 
it fostered. Quality art education "seeks to democratize 
the opportunity to experience the personal pleasures and 
special understandings gained only through knowledge of art 
by .teaching us about art" (p. 132) . Public education in 
Canada offered me an opportunity to experience the ' 
pleasures of learning and art making - opportunities I 
would not have otherwise experienced in the strict confines 
of a culture where education and art were both forbidden 
indulgences. - .
Overview ■ —
The following is an outline of the.content explored in 
each of the chapters of this thesis. Chapter one contains 
the thesis proposal and intent of my study. It states the 
rationale - why this problem is worth inquiring into, 
includes a brief literature review to give a sense of 
context and background, and examines how this study might 
spark future research. Chapter two delves into the 
literature on the history and culture of Old Colony 
Mennonites from Mexico to situate the context of my storyi
within a specific cultural landscape. Chapter three 
consists of the methodology and theoretical framework for , 
the study. It describes the type of data that have been 
collected and used; how issues such as ethics,
15
transferability, and trustworthiness have been addressed; 
and the methods that have been used to analyze and 
interpret the data. Chapter four contains the data that 
have been used in the study: a self-portrait and earlier 
art works that I have kept; cultural artifacts; personal 
memories as primary data sources; anecdotes from school 
report cards; border-crossing experiences that indicated 
times when I encountered or became friends with people 
different from myself or experienced new environments; 
visual representations of self in the form of diagrams such 
a kinship diagram; and art and cultural literature. Chapter 
five provides the analysis, implications, and conclusion of 
the study.
16
My Location in a Cultural Landscape
This chapter discusses in greater detail the 
literature concerning the origins of Old Colony Mennonites 
from Mexico and seeks to situate myself within that 
context.
Context and Background
My culture of origin is that of the Old Colony 
Mennonites from Mexico, a branch of the most conservative 
group of the Dutch/low-German speaking Mennonites. The word 
Mennonite is derived from Menno Simons, a Dutch priest who 
joined the Anabaptist movement in 1536. Anabaptists were 
radicals who emerged during the sixteenth century 
Protestant Reformation. Anabaptists felt that Protestants
had not gone far enough in addressing their contentions
. . . .  • . . .  , \
with the Roman Catholic Church. One of the disagreements 
between Anabaptists and Protestants was that of infant 
baptism. Anabaptists believed in adult baptism and an adult 
confession of faith. The word Anabaptist literally means to 
re-baptise. Anabaptists also believed in the separation of 
church and state, challenged the authority of the priest, 
refused to swear under oath, and refused military service 
(Loewen Reimer, 2008). The Dutch Mennonites were not the
Chapter Two
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only Anabaptists in Europe - another Anabaptist group had 
emerged known as the Swiss Brethren Anabaptists. In 1693 
the Swiss Brethren Anabaptists experienced internal .: 
division; under the leadership of Jakob Ammann, who held 
more stringent views, the Amish Mennonites emerged who 
later became known as the Amish. The majority of 
contemporary Mennonite groups can trace their roots to 
either the Swiss or the Dutch Anabaptists. The Anabaptists' 
belief that church and state should remain separate 
"threatened the established authorities and resulted in 
[Mennonite] imprisonment and martyrdom" (p; 17) . '"This 
marked the beginning of over four hundred years of 
migration for the Mennonite people, who went from one 
country to the next in search of a host that would grant 
them religious freedom and privileges.
It was not within the scope of this research to v 
provide an overview of the multiple Mennonite groups and 
their migrations. In order to provide an historical context 
for the cultural landscape of the Mennonite people in this 
study I focused mainly on the Dutch Mennonites from whom 
the Old Colony Mennonites originated. Persecution in The 
Netherlands resulted in Mennonite migration to Poland and 
then Prussia by the 1540s. For approximately two centuries 
the Mennonites enjoyed their religious freedom and access
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to land ownership in Prussia. When restrictions were placed 
on land acquisition in Prussia, and as their population 
grew, the Mennonites began migrating to southern Russia by 
1789. Russia was seeking and enticing immigrants from 
Western Europe by offering free land. The Russian Colonial 
Law of 1763 provided the privileges that the Mennonites 
were seeking from a host country, such as "exemption from 
military and civil service, freedom of religion, the right 
to control their schools and churches, and the right (and 
obligation) of agricultural colonies to be locally 
autonomous" (Sawatzky, 1971, p. 5). The privileges or 
Privilegium obtained in Russia set a precedent and template 
for future, agreements in new host countries. The freedoms 
and autonomy granted to the Mennonites in Russia were 
revoked following-the serf emancipation in 1861, including 
their autonomous education rights.
To further situate the Mennonites in their social and 
historical context, I focused on the migration of’the Old 
Colony or Altkolonier Mennonites (Sawatzky, 1971). After 
the fallout with Russia, Mennonites looked to Canada and 
the United States for new beginnings. In 1873 Canada 
offered reserve lands to Mennonites to establish colonies 
that would be self-administered along with the special 
religious and cultural freedoms they had enjoyed in Russia,
19
including military exemption, language, and education 
autonomy. By 1875 the Altkolonier emigrated to the West 
Reserve west of the Red River in Manitoba. The Mennonites 
who settled in this area were the most conservative as well 
as the least affluent. Colonization in this area involved 
homesteading which did not require much capital investment, 
thereby providing opportunity for poorer Mennonites to re­
establish themselves in Canada (Sawatzky, 1971, p. 9).
This was the cultural and historical context into 
which my mother was born in Manitoba, a twin in a family of 
eleven children. Since relatives of her family were unable 
to have children, they adopted my mother and three years 
later her adoptive family moved to Mexico. The move to : 
Mexico occurred shortly after the Mexican government; 
offered the Mennonites from Canada a Privilegium (1921) : 
similar to the one they had enjoyed formerly in Russia and 
more recently in Canada (Sawatzky). The family who adopted 
my mother was Altkolonier. A.number of siblings from my 
mother's biological family did not move, to Mexico; they 
assimilated into Canadian culture, attended Canadian public 
schools, and became part of the moderate/progressive fabric 
of-Mennonites who embraced higher education. The biological 
family members that did move to Mexico did not join the 
conservative Old Colony Mennonites; rather, they joined.a
20
more progressive Mennonite persuasion that embraced higher 
education and utilized modern amenities..
Mennonites can be situated along a continuum that 
ranges from ultra-conservative to progressive. For the sake 
of clarity, Fretz (1989) loosely classified Mennonites into 
the three categories of conservative, moderate, and 
progressive, though they do not always fit neatly into one 
category. The conservatives restrict education to the 
elementary school level, moderates accept secondary school 
or vocational school, and progressives embrace higher 
formal education at the university level. - ;
What initiated the Mennonite migration to Mexico?
There were a number of factors involved but one of the most 
important was the issue of education. In 1916.the Manitoba 
government ended bilingual education rights making English 
the sole language of instruction. This was enforced by the 
School Attendance Act which mandated compulsory attendance 
for learners between the ages of seven and fourteen. The 
Altkolonier resisted all changes that threatened or were 
perceived to threaten their autonomy (Sawatzky, 1971). From 
the conservative Mennonite perspective, educational 
autonomy meant "instruction by their own teachers, 
exclusively in the German language and according to [their] 
curriculum" without any government interference (p. 14).
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The quality of education among the conservative Mennonites 
was substandard in comparison to Canadian education largely 
due to a 'lack of cultural interchange' (p. 15). The more 
liberal Mennonites, such as those from my mother's 
biological family, willingly ameliorated this situation by 
opening.a teacher-training school to properly qualify their 
teachers as well as utilize the English language. Again, 
the Altkolonier felt threatened, and took measures to 
excommunicate deviants. The English language was considered 
to be a threat because it provided opportunities to 
communicate, with thè outside world and thereby promote 
assimilation. Instruction in the English language and 
secular subjects such as history and geography were 
strictly forbidden. The Altkolonier became more and more 
restrictive and segregated in their attempts to retain 
their religious and cultural autonomy. Many of the members 
adhered to the strict regulations to avoid excommunication 
which resulted in increased cultural isolation.
As well, in 1917 Mennonite. men were not exempted from 
conscription - they had to plead their case as 
conscientious objectors in court - and by 1918 all private 
rural Mennonite schools were closed. These factors 
initiated a collective exodus among the Old Colony to 
Mexico in the early 1920s (Fretz, 1977; Loewen Reimer,
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2008; Redekop, 1969; Sawatzky, 1971). I was born in the 
state of Chihuahua, Mexico. I first came to Canada when I 
was four years old. My early life transitioned back and 
forth between Canada and Mexico. Canada finally became our 
home and my father relocated our family in south-western 
Ontario.
Resurrection of a Dream
My enjoyment of art was accompanied by a love of 
learning. I loved attending school, but there was one major 
obstacle. As a youngster, my desire to pursue education was 
continuously and deliberately discouraged by my parents who 
/ because of their ethnic and religious culture believed 
education outside of the closed Old Colony Mennonite 
traditions was wrong. Visual arts were considered graven 
images and as such a violation of the second commandment in 
the Old Testament (Sawatzky,; 1971). The arts were 
definitely not encouraged, but the greater of these 
transgressions was education.
Although I dabbled in art production from as young as 
I can remember, I was not explicitly forbidden to do so. 
Perhaps^ it may have been perceived as a phase that would 
pass, that I would grow out of. The primary issue of 
contention was that education would challenge the^cultural 
and religious beliefs that had been instilled in me by my
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parents. Formal higher education was and is still believed 
to be the medium through which the Old Colony will , 
ultimately be dismantled (Redekop, 1969). In cases such as 
mine, education was evaded by frequent moving; in many 
Mennonite communities in Canada, grade 8 still marks the 
apex of acceptable public education (Fretz, 1989; Friesen, 
1996; Redekop, 1969). .
As a youngster I struggled to attend elementary school 
in Canada despite parental and cultural disapproval. After 
completing grade 8 I begged my parents to allow me to 
attend secondary school. They did not understand why I 
needed or desired further education - why I was fascinated 
with school and with learning. It was hoped that I would 
seek work in an agricultural area, seasonal work, perhaps 
some work in factories, or some type of work in unskilled 
labour until I was old enough to get married or be on my 
own. Traditionally, I was expected to give my earnings to, 
my father until.I married or left home. As a married 
person, I would be under the authority of my husband. My 
life was ordered: getting married, having children, staying 
at home, and raising a family. I had no such intentions or 
thoughts. •
I do not recall the arguments and negotiations that 
took place, but it was grudgingly agreed that I would
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attend a private, progressive Mennonite secondary school 
until I turned 16. From my parents' perspective, completing 
¿.. secondary school education was not a necessity, and going 
to a private school was an economic hardship since it : 
involved tuition and uniforms. My stay at the private 
Mennonite school was short-lived. During my first year of 
high school my parents moved three times; they were hoping 
that I would not register for school in a new town. I did 
give up in grade 10. I was home for a year, physically ill 
and heartbroken;about my situation. During this time I 
thought about what I would do without an education and the 
future did not look promising. I did not fit into the Old 
Colony Mennonite world and I also did not fit into the 
world of the twentieth-century. I decided to finish 
secondary school, at first part-time, then full-time.
The crisis in my life served as a catalyst to seek 
spiritual meaningfulness and hold myself accountable for my 
health and education. Up until this time my faith was a 
parent-led faith. I believed in God but not in a loving God 
or in any form of spiritual salvation. The God I was taught 
about was an angry God who had.the power to punish us by 
death or disaster and cast us into hell for any deviation 
from conservative Mennonite orthodoxy. Sawatzky (1971) 
notes "the Old Testament teaching that transgression will
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be surely followed by punishment is deeply ingrained in the 
Mennonite culture" (p. 299). Punishment could consist of 
"crop failure, lightning striking buildings or animals [in 
some cases family members causing death], personal accident 
[and.even children born with disabilities]" (p.299). This 
fatalism was also extended as a means to ensure that 
children obey their parents - disobedience would result in 
punishment by parents as well as by the God of the Old 
Testament. In my Old Colony Mennonite community of origin 
children .are not required to attend church and there are no 
Sunday school classes3. Children are taught to pray 
structured prayers at home:and are exposed to biblical 
literature in the private Mennonite schools and in the 
home. Traditionally, the expectation was for children to 
start attending church after they were done school4. I had 
no interest in attending the Old Colony Mennonite church. 
Theologically, we were not allowed to believe that we could 
have the assurance of spiritual salvation. We were not 
encouraged to attend church services outside of the Old 
Colony church and we were discouraged from, listening to any 
evangelical Christian messages. My spiritual frame of
3 Sawatzky (1971) also confirms this in his study; "The children seldom 
go [to church], and there is no Sunday school. Since the Scriptures, 
catechisms, and hymnals are the only literature in the schools, * 
children are considered to be getting an adequate exposure to religious 
education during the week (p. 291).
4 M. Rempel (personal communication, January 5, 2011).
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reference was based on the beliefs espoused at home. We 
read scriptures in proper German at home but had no 
instruction in understanding the proper German language.
The main language spoken was low-German. Several of my 
older siblings had started to attend a fundamentalist 
evangelical Mennonite church and a different understanding 
of God evolved - from vengeful to forgiving. A fellow high 
school student befriended me and invited me to attend an 
evangelical church and youth group. During this time, I had 
a personal conversion to the Christian faith. Central to 
evangelical Christian faith is the assurance of salvation 
through faith in Jesus Christ based on the following 
commonly quoted New Testament scripture of John 3:16: "For 
God loved the world so much that he gave his only son so 
that anyone who believes in shall not perish but have 
eternal life" (The Living Bible). In the Old Colony 
Mennonite community a doctrine of salvation is not taught.
A person cannot have the assurance of spiritual salvation; 
such claim is considered heretical, arrogant, and a licence 
to commit sin - these were the views expressed by my 
parents. The rationale for this belief is that once a 
person has the assurance of salvation they can live as they 
please without being held accountable or face any fear of 
punishment in the afterlife.
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After successfully completing secondary school I 
abandoned my dream to attend university to become a visual 
arts teacher in part because of my spiritual conversion.- 
Although I had sorted my life spiritually, my faith 
required that I honour my parents and this was problematic. 
My parents did not want me to complete grade 13 and attend 
university. I was torn between my art education goals and 
my parents' wishes. That year I grieved the death of my 
dreams to honour my parents.who ended up leaving,the. 
country. I had made spiritual peace but my life in the here 
and now felt damned. I was on my own but did not "believe I 
had the 1 academic competence to complete a university degree 
so I attended a private business school instead. Twenty-two 
years later - after being married, working as an insurance 
professional, becoming a parent, being single again and 
raising two children, working in retail, working as a 
bookkeeper, and then again as an insurance professional — I 
revisited my original desire to work as an art teacher and 




The following excerpts from Ellis (2009) fittingly 
serve as a methodological introduction for my own 
autoethnographic story:
I am both the author and focus of the story, the one 
who tells and the one who experiences, the observer 
and the observed, the creator and the created. I am 
the person at the intersection of the personal and the 
cultural, thinking and observing as an ethnographer 
and writing and describing as a storyteller, (p. 13)
I: tell a situated story, constructed from my current 
position one that is always partial, incomplete, and 
full of silences, and told at a particular time, for a 
particular purpose, to a particular audience. I am 
well aware that all of us constantly reframe and 
restory our lives, (p. 13)
At the same time, I know experience cannot be captured 
fully; once it happens, it can only be interpreted 
from limited and partial perspectives. Nevertheless, 
it is important to be able to story ourselves, to have 
a story to tell, and to tell it as well as we can. (p.
- 15) . . ■ ; .
, This chapter outlines the methodology and theoretical 
framework for this study, how I addressed issues such as 
transferability and trustworthiness, how I defined the 
types of data collected and used, and how I analyzed and 
interpreted the data. I shared my art and educational 
experiences as a Canadian immigrant, a female learner, and 
an. educator, and then related it to the larger contexts of 
culture, art, and education. I was born into a culture that
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did not sanction art or education; its religious 
orientation centred on separation from the world (Epp,
1982; Fretz 1967, 1989; Redekop, 1969; Sawatzky, 1967). My 
research focused on the transformational role art and . 
education played in my life and sought to answer the 
following two questions:
■ How did the experiences of art and education influence 
the life of a female learner and educator whose 
culture of origin sanctioned neither?
■ What can be.learned from these experiences? ' 
Methodology
My research methodology was autoethnography; it is 
situated in a qualitative or interpretive paradigm. 
Qualitative research is rooted in the belief "that reality 
is constructed by individuals interacting with' their social 
worlds" (Merriam, 2001, p. 6). It is concerned with how 
people understand experience and make sense of their world. 
Autoethnography, according to Bresler (cited in Thurber, 
2004) is a research methodology utilized "as an in-depth 
means of discovering shared values, knowledge, and 
practices of one culture or a specific group of people" (p. 
487); the "data can be interpreted through political, 
artistic, cultural, and psychological as well as 
sociological or anthropological lenses" (Eisner cited in
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Thurber, p. 487).For my research I used artistic and 
cultural lenses to analyse and interpret the data.
Autoethnography is a complex research methodology; it 
has numerous.variations and is not universal in design. 
Before I define how I used autoethnography in my study it 
may be helpful to examine the separate components of 
autoethnography as defined by Ellis and Bochner (2000) who 
provide a triadic model to explain the complexity of this 
methodology. Ellis and Bochner segment autoethnography into 
three components, that of auto, ethno, and graphy; auto 
refers to self, ethno to culture, and graphy to the 
research process. Each falls on a continuum, providing a 
broad spectrum of possibilities and diverse approaches to 
autoethnographic research. Some researchers prefer to 
incorporate a balance of the triadic model to establish 
autoethnography as a legitimate social science methodology 
in order to reduce the likelihood of the research appearing 
too 'self-indulgent'. For Chang (2008)autoethnography 
"follows the anthropological and social scientific inquiry 
approach :rather than descriptive or performative . 
storytelling...the stories of autoethnographers [must] be 
reflected upon, analyzed, and interpreted within their 
broader sociocultural context" (p. 46). Other 
autoethnographic researchers write evocative descriptive
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self-stories about experiences that have been , 
conventionally kept private such as the loss of a brother 
(Ellis, 2009), being raised by a "mentally retarded mother" 
(Ronai, 1996), or living with an eating disorder (Tillmann- 
Healy, 1996). Such studies have been criticized for being 
self-indulgent and challenging scientific objectivity 
(Sparkes, 2002).
A balanced triadic autoethnographic model serves to 
adhere to social science research and to establish 
trustworthiness (which I discuss in greater detail later in 
this chapter); "autoethnography:should be ethnographic in 
its methodological orientation, cultural in its 
interpretive orientation, and autobiographical in its 
content orientation" (Chang, p. 48). The ethnographic 
orientation of the triadic model refers to the research 
process (graphy) which includes data creation/collection, 
data analysis, and the written results. The interpretive 
orientation of the triadic model should strive to provide a 
cultural understanding; it should not focus solely on the 
individual. Lastly, the autobiographical component of the 
triadic model comprises of the personal experiences of the 
researcher as primary data. This is the general conceptual 
model I used in my work. In the following paragraphs, ,I
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outline’ specifically how I approached these three 
orientations.
The research process strand (graphy) of the triadic 
model refers to an ethnographic research process involving 
data creation/collection, data analysis, and written, 
results'. ' I used art, diagrams, narrative experiences, ; 
poetry, cultural artifacts, textual documents, and 
literature as my data creation/collection (Biddulph, 2005; 
Butler-Kisber, 2005; Derry, 2005; Kamanos Gamelin, 2005; 
Szabad-Smyth, 2005) and a detailed narrative description in 
the written report (Ellis, 2009; Geertz, 1973). —
The interpretive orientation (ethno) of the triadic 
model is both artistic and cultural. I use arts literature 
to analyse and interpret meaning, for example: clothing and 
the body in self-study (Weber, 2005), drawing as a research 
tool for self-study (Derry, 2005), mural-making as a 
methodology for understanding self (Biddulph, 2005), the 
use of pictures to explore teaching practices (Hamilton, 
2005), self-study through art experiences (Szabad-Smyth, 
2005), -inquiry through poetry (Butler-Kisber, 2005), self- 
study through diaries (Kamanos Gamelin, 2005), self­
reflection on otherness (Manke, 2005), art as literacy^ 
(Albers & Murphy, 2000), and postmodernist pedagogy and art 
education (Clark, 1996; Clark, .2002).
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I utilized cultural studies inquiries such as those 
concerning German-speaking Mennonites (Babcock, 1998) , 
Mennonite experience in Canada (Ens, 1994), Old Colony 
Mennonites (Friesen, 1996), Waterloo Mennonites (Fretz,
1989), cultural assumptions in the classroom (Garcia,
2002), Old Colony and general conference Mennonites in 
Chihuahua (Reinschmidt, 2001), and Mennonite colonization in 
Mexico (Redekop, 1969; Sawatzky, 1971) to interpret my 
cultural background and explore identity issues.
Lastly, the content„orientation . (auto) of the,triadic 
model was autobiographical. My autobiographical data , 
consisted of data-in-the-past, data-in-the-present, and 
external data. My autobiographical content was based on 
artistic and educational 'critical incidents' (Tripp, 1993) 
that occurred at different moments in my life. Critical 
incidents do not only refer to moments of crisis or events 
"which marked a significant turning-point or change in the 
life of a person" (p. 24), but also the ordinary moments of 
the everyday "which are critical in the rather different 
sense that they are indicative of underlying trends, 
motives and structures. These incidents appear to be , 
'typical' rather than 'critical' at first sight, but are 
rendered critical through analysis" (p. 25),.
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My research metaphorically resembles a collage 
(Biddulph, 2005; Clark, 1996), knitted narrative (Heydon, 
2009), or quilt (Loewen Reimer, 2008). It has multiple 
entry points (visual images, narratives, and poetry); 
multiple views of self (mosaic imagery and multi-media); 
with, past, present, and future, place, remembering, and 
retelling. The metaphor, of the collagist is symbolic of the 
postmodern artist (Clark, 1996). The individual pieces are 
situated within a bigger story to provide new ways of 
seeing.and understanding. Autoethnography is "not about 
focusing on self alone," it is about "individual-stories 
[that] are framed in the context of the bigger story" and 
thereby "gain a cultural understanding, of self and others" 
(Chang, 2008, p. 48-49).
Theoretical Framework
Theoretically, my research is situated within a 
postmodern framework which can undergird any one of the 
qualitative research genres, in my case, autoethnography. 
Postmodernism marks a departure from modernism which is 
characterized by industrialization (Glesne, 2005). 
Devastating losses of the twentieth.century such as the 
sinking of the Titanic, a ship deemed unsinkable and a fine 
example of human progress, along with two World Wars 
utilizing the latest scientific development in weaponry
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left the public questioning "humanist ideals:such as logic, 
progress, and science" (Clark, 2002, p. 56). Postmodernism 
also reflects a shift in the Western view of 'self' from 
independent to interdependent, a need to work 
collaboratively with others. This aspect of postmodernism 
resonates with faith-based communities and reaffirms the 
fragility of humanity in need of God or others (Chang,
2008).As such, the interdependent aspect of self is 
conducive to the concept of community inherent in Mennonite 
culture.
A compelling feature of postmodernism is that it 
offers new creative ways of doing academic research 
including opportunities for self-study, mixing genres and 
disciplines, as well as accepting alternative perspectives 
(Glesne, 2005). It endorses greater creativity in writing 
style and analysis and sanctions the expression of emotions 
and feelings (Bogdan and Biklen, 1992). Bochner and Ellis 
(2002) and Ellis (2009) blur the boundaries between arts 
and humanities and social science research by writing and 
encouraging evocative descriptive and performative self­
stories that reveal emotions and feelings.
A postmodern perspective is "committed to a view of 
society which emphasises the importance of ... transcending 
the limitations of existing social arrangements" (Burrell &
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Morgan; 1979 p. 32) which may have emancipative outcomes.
It. seeks "co-operation not conquest" to try to ensure human 
existence (Chang, 2008, p. 24). Postmodern scholars 
maintain that all research is political, involves aspects ; 
of power, and is not neutral. Traditional social science 
research has served to silence the voices of the 
marginalized by making them passive subjects of research. 
The participant's voice is filtered through the lens of the 
researcher not the participant (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). 
Tierney (1993) states that postmodern research challenges 
the researcher to become part of the solution, act as an 
agent of change, and help ameliorate conditions that 
marginalize.
According to LeCompte (1993), the marginalized are 
those who are deemed unimportant, "their voices are 
silenced because of social stigma or inferior status; they 
include children, the disabled, women, members of minority 
groups, homosexuals, [those living in poverty] and lower 
participants in formal organizations" (p.10). Clark (1996) 
too provides a similar list of the marginalized but notes - 
that this was modernism's construct of universality; 
postmodern views embrace notions of diversity and 
difference. My research examines, in part, my silence, my 
otherness, my cultural experiences, my passion for visual
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arts and education, as well as my determination to 
transcend existing social arrangements; it serves as a 
critique. According to Ellis and Bochner (1996),' the 
purpose of writing about culture is not just about cultural 
analysis but also to provide a critique, or a means of 
intervention and even inspiration.
Initially I identified myself with the modernist 
concept of self as marginalized and not with the postmodern 
concept of self as diverse and socially constructed.. I 
wrote: I too am, according to LeCompte, one of the 
marginalized; I am a woman (inferior gender); my-cultural 
origins stem from an ethnic and religious minority (social 
stigma); I face financial struggles as a mature graduate 
student (lower economic status); and I am a single parent 
(social stigma)5. The postmodern concept of self views self 
as situated as one of the marginalized not as someone 
affixed.as marginalized. The construct of a marginalized 
self is not the sum of my concept of self, but rather 
reflects where I as self am situated. LeCompte and Clark's 
taxonomies critique a modernist perspective on elitism; one 
that situates the marginalized,as "static", disempowered,
51 was advised that this view of self as "marginalized" is not in 
keeping with a postmodern view of power. A postmodern view of power is 
not one that is "static" and powerless, but rather situational (Heydon, 
R., personal communication, Nov. 22, 2010). I still revert at times to 
my cultural position as Mennonite and woman. As Mennonite, I resort to 
silence, and as woman to subservience in a patriarchal structure.
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and disenfranchised. Postmodern frameworks make it possible 
to democratize academic research by including the voices of 
those situated as the silenced and the marginalized.
Although I may be situated as marginalized, I am also 
one who is "transcending the limitations of existing social 
arrangements" (Burrell & Morgan, 1979 p. 32). As a 
youngster, I wanted to create art and learn, even if it 
meant being disobedient to my parents. Later in life, I 
pursued art and higher education even though it meant 
leaving a secure, if at;times undesirable, profession in 
insurance. As a graduate student I have given voice to my 
silenced cultural origins as an Old Colony Mennonite from 
Mexico. I have chosen art, a subject I love and in which I 
possess competent skills, despite its status as a 
marginalized subject in education (Bai, 2003; Mitchell, 
2000; Pitman, 1998). As a researcher I have chosen v 
autoethnography as my research method for this thesis, an 
acceptable, method if it adheres to an; ethnographic research 
process, but a marginalized method if it places greater 
emphasis on the self-narrative component (Chang, 2008,
Ellis &. Bochner, 1996; Sparkes, 2002). In a postmodern 
framework, the ethnographic process in: autoethnography is 
not about "cultural reporting" but about "cultural
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construction" of the self and the other (Foltz & Griffin, 
1996, p. 302)
The chart in Table 1 explains how I utilized 
autoethnography as my research method. My research method 
followed Chang's (2008) model. It is here that I revisit ; 
Ellis' (2009) introductory quote "I am well aware that all 
of us constantly reframe and restory our lives" (p. 13); my 
autoethnography is a construction of the self as well as of 
the other. As researcher, I am the collector and 
interpreter of the data; I play a central role in creating 
this knowledge. I have written my story within a-postmodern 
framework that embraces diversity and difference.‘ 
Transferability
The content or data in autoethnography is 
autobiographical; the researcher studies self as research 
participant and therefore has easy access to the primary 
data. The researcher is familiar with the data and is 
; privileged in terms of analysis and interpretation compared 
to other methods of research where the researcher is not 
; the participant. Autoethnography is reader-friendly; it is 
a personal writing style, that of self as the ethnographer. 
Chang (2008) maintains it is more appealing to read than 
scholarly writing because it reflects the unique voice and 
emotions of the researcher, and as such resonates with the
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Table 1
How I used Autoethnography as Research Method
What is autoethnography?
-. a self-narrative research method that stems from anthropology, it 
features storytelling but extends the narration of self "to engage 
in cultural analysis and interpretation (Chang, 2008, p. 43) 
a triadic model, auto-ethno-graphy; (auto) is about self, (ethno) 
emphasises culture, and (graphy) the research process (Ellis & 
Bochner, 2000)
autoethnography should be ethnographic in its methodological 
orientation [I include descriptive storytelling], cultural in its 
interpretive orientation [I also include artistic interpretation], 












experiences as primary 
data
not about focusing on 
self only, seeks for 








chronicling - past 
-autobiographical 
timeline relevant to 
specific theme(s), 
mine are art and 




(where I become 
situated in unfamiliar 
places or positions 
<p. 73)
-self inventory
five themes; proverbs, 
virtues, values, 




kinship diagram, ; 
visual art - self- 
portrait , ;
-self-reflection 









2007; Fretz, 1996; 
Hedges, 1996; 
Laliberte, 2007;
Loewen Reimer, 2008; 
Redekop, 1969; 
Reinschmidt, 2001; ; 
Sawatzky, 1967, 1971), 
other: cultural 
literature; (Garcia, 
2002; Lam, - 1996; 




Anderson, 2003; Bai, 
2003; Biddulph, 2005; 
Butler-Kisber,^2005; 
Clark, 1996, 2002; 
Derry, 2005; Eisner, 
2004; Gee, 2004; 
Hamilton, 2005; 
Hurwitz, 1983; Szabad- 
Smyth, 2005) (list is 
not exhaustive)
Pitfalls to avoid
-excessive focus on 
self
-overemphasis on 
narration rather than 
analysis and cultural 
interpretation 
-exclusive reliance on 
personal memory 






-search for recurring 
topics/themes/patterns 




-analyze inclusion and 
omission
-connect the present 
with the past 
-frame with theories 
from the literature (p. 
137) (list is not 
exhaustive)
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reader, though this may be a matter of taste. It does not 
demand a professional distance, and it is not a passive or 
unengaged reading. Bochner remarks frankly "not many people 
say they're profoundly affected by the social science-they 
read. Too many people say they're so bored they can't get 
through it" (Ellis & Bochner, 1996, p. 23).
Autoethnography enhances cultural understanding of 
self and others. One way of doing this is by writing 
cultural autobiographies and through the process gain an 
understanding of how self came to be, of what shaped your 
multifarious sense of self. These: may "include nationality, 
religion, gender, education, ethnicity,, socioeconomic 
class, and geography" (Chang, p. 52). A construct of self 
within a postmodern framework is not a single, stable, 
static self but is emergent, complex, and changing. Another 
way of gaining cultural understanding of self and others is 
by reading others' autoethnographies that help us see parts 
of ourselves in other's stories (Sparkes, 1996). I found 
this a useful tool when my father died. My father's death 
in May of 2010 did not come as a shock as he had been ill 
with cancer for several years. What gripped me though was 
the profound sense of loss I felt, not the loss of a father 
who was deeply loved, but the loss of not knowing a loving 
father. I had not made an effort to re-establish a
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relationship with him after my mother's death:in 1998. It - 
was in reading Ronai's (1996) evocative experience of 
growing up with a "mentally retarded mother" and a 
pedophile father that I gained her understanding of the 
meaning "unwanted". My life circumstances and cultural 
background are different from Ronai's but I still remember 
my brother's screams during a private disciplinary session 
(beating) administered by my father and the family cat 
hanging limp, strung from a tree branch by the back door.
In my early years, my father continuously moved the family, 
took the family earnings, and abandoned us. I learned from 
my older sisters that he had wanted to sell me to a wealthy 
family in Mexico when I was an infant; my mother fought to 
keep me. The experience of being unwanted, abandoned, and 
terrified (for me by my father, for Ronai by both parents) 
was’one we both shared.
Autoethnography has the potential to transform self 
and others to motivate them to work toward cross-cultural 
coalition building; thus, the third benefit of " 
autoethnography is that it can result in self­
transformation, both in researchers and in readers.'The 
purpose for autoethnography is not to just to gain ■ 
consumable knowledge of other cultures, but rather to 
"allow another person's world of experience to inspire
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critical reflection on your own" (Ellis & Bochner, 1996, p. 
22) and thereby effect change - an emancipatory 
possibility. Private and evocative autoethnographic' ; 
accounts have been criticized as being narcissistic or 
self-serving (Sparkes, 2002). Ellis arid Bochner (1996) 
advocate self-disclosing storytelling research to invoke 
self-reflection and emancipation:
. [A]utoethnographers don't want you to sit back as 
spectators; they want readers to feel and care and 
desire. I guess that's a criticism — that it may 
affect your life; may even dredge up feelings you're 
not prepared to deal with now — well, maybe that's a 
sign it's making a difference, (p. 24) _
Self-transformation through autoethnography has the
potential to help heal past scars (Chang, 2008), such as
the incident I described about my father's death. These
stories provide the reader a dialogical opportunity for
self-reflexivity.that may invoke change, or the possibility
of change.
Self-transformation in education is apparent in 
different ways; for some it manifests as more self­
reflexive "daily praxis" (Florio-Ruane, 2001). For Tripp 
(1993), cognitive self-reflection,of 'critical incidents'; 
profoundly changed his professional practise as evidenced 
in his statement:
I can now identify the incident... as the probable 
starting point... it was in dealing with it that I
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realized that I learned to improve and change my 
practice, not through the adoption of particular 
1, findings of 'educational' research, but through a
close, personal, informed and critical examination of 
particular instances of my own practice, (p. XV)
For others, self-transformation may be reflected in their
adaptation of "culturally relevant pedagogy" in areas of J
selecting "curriculum content, pedagogical strategies and
interacting with students" (Ladson-Billings, cited.in
Chang, 2008, p. 53). It is here that I note the work of
Clark (2002), though not autoethnographical in method,
reflects a concern for creating a culturally relevant
pedagogy in art education. Clark offers varied; approaches
for art educators to create a more inclusive, sensitive
pedagogy addressing postmodern concerns ,of diversity and
difference centring on topics of feminism,
multiculturalism, First Nations art, gay and lesbian art,
controversial art, and non-Western art in the classroom.
Self-transformation may occur when educators take
interest in learning about unfamiliar cultures (Chang,
2008).As a new teacher I tried to incorporate cultural
sensitivity into my art classroom. On my first day of
class, I wore a medicine wheel pin to acknowledge a visible
minority of First Nations students in my class. One of the
Native students asked me if I had any idea what the
medicine wheel represented. Caught off-guard at her open
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and unexpected disdain, I gave a quick explanation. We had 
only briefly discussed the significance of the medicine 
wheel in a professional development session. I was a new 
teacher who had just moved to this. location (temporarily)- 
to accept this teaching position and I wanted the Native 
students in my class to feel welcome, but I had not done 
any extensive research to understand their culture. I had 
not had time - I was already overwhelmed with the work load 
and lesson preparation and planning the entire semester for 
three classes.:I opened the discussion by stating that I 
was only familiar with the general meaning of the medicine 
wheel and invited Tandy (a pseudonym) to provide a more 
informed explanation from her cultural knowledge base if 
she felt comfortable doing so, but Tandy declined. She made 
no pretences about disliking me as her teacher and openly 
remarked on a number of occasions throughout the semester , 
that she hated me. I was not the only teacher.in this 
particular school,who was a recipient of her dislike. I 
chose not to take her comments personally and instead 
focused on developing, as best as I knew at the time, a 
culturally sensitive classroom. One way was by encouraging 
students to express/incorporate their cultural background 
through their art wherever possible. At the end of the 
semester, Tandy created a Native flag with intricate
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designs and symbols for her final project. As part of the 
culminating project students were expected to provide an 
in-class critique or explanation of their work - no one was 
exempt. Previously Tandy was unwilling to present in front 
of the class, and made arrangements to present to me 
privately during lunch hour. During this occasion, however, 
Tandy unabashedly provided an extensive explanation of how 
the symbols in her flag represented her tribe and culture. 
Tandy had her own reasons for her behaviour which is beyond 
the scope of this reflection, but because she voluntarily 
and proudly shared her heritage both visually and verbally, 
it indicated to me that she felt enough safety and respect 
to do so.
My autoethnographic story is transferable because the 
autobiographical content is, in part, a phenomenological 
description of my lived experience, or experience as lived. 
According to van Manen (1990) lived experience embodies the 
phenomenon of being human: "that one's own experiences are 
the possible experiences of others and also that the 
experiences of others are the possible experiences of 
oneself" (p. 58). Being in its many different forms of 
experience is part of the human experience. Being an 
immigrant, dislocated, silenced, and female are not unique 
to my being; they are experienced by others who also
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experience these experiences of being. It is my hope that 
my lived experiences will invoke self-reflexivity and 
possibilities for change, for agency, for new perspectives, 
for keeping the experience of art in education, and for a 
sensitive pedagogy.
Trustworthiness: Dealing with Research Concerns
Clandinin and Connelly (2000) state: "Because 
narrative inquiry [in my case, autoethnography] entails a 
reconstruction of a person's experience in relation to 
others and to a social milieu, it is under suspicion as not 
representing the true context and the proper 'postera' by 
formalists [of academic research]" (p. 39). I established 
trustworthiness in my autoethnographic research by avoiding 
the following pitfalls:
(1) excessive focus on self in isolation from others;
(2) overemphasis on narration rather than analysis and 
cultural interpretation; (3) exclusive reliance on
.personal memory and recalling as a data source; (4) 
negligence of ethical standards regarding others in 
self-narratives; and (5) inappropriate application of 
the label "autoethnography. (Chang, 2008, p. 54)
First, an excessive focus on self denies the essence
of culture. Culture is a group-oriented concept. The 'self'
part of autoethnography may be used as licence for personal
introspection and self-exposure without relating to the
wider notion of culture and as such become a self-exposing
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story but not autoethnography (Chang). In opposition, Ellis 
and Bochner (1996), Bochner and Ellis (2006), and Ellis 
(2009) promote evocative self-exposing storytelling as 
effective autoethnography relating the personal to the 
cultural to encourage self-reflexivity and thereby invoke 
change. Initially I was excited to tell my story but also 
apprehensive about what my story might reveal about my 
painful personal life - I was afraid of creating a self­
exposing story that would be interpreted as such in 
academia and, therefore, contribute to; further silencing or 
even academic marginalization. — i
A second pitfall is an overemphasis on narration 
rather than analysis and cultural interpretation. It is 
easy to get swept up in telling the story. This may derail 
the purpose of the research by getting lost in storytelling 
and result in a work that lacks cultural analysis and 
interpretation (Chang, 2008). Ellis and Bochner (1996) 
argue that autoethnography is not only about cultural 
analysis and interpretation but also about meaning making, 
"where there is meaning, there is culture" (p. 16). Sparkes 
(2002)'further argues that emergent novel forms of 
autoethnography that use "short stories, poetry, fiction, 
novels, photographic essays, personal essays, journals, 
fragmented and layered writing" (p. 211) require a re-
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examination of criteria by which they are evaluated - ’
orthodox social science criteria are no longer adequate to 
judge'new forms of autoethnographic research.
Thirdly is the exclusive reliance on personal memory 
and recall as a data source (Chang, 2008). This creates 
questions of trustworthiness. Memory "often reveals partial 
truth and is sometimes unreliable and unpredictable. Memory 
selects, shapes, limits, and distorts the“past" (p. 72). I 
had an interesting experience that clearly demonstrates 
this point. Recently I discussed with several of my 
siblings my school experience during my. six-month stay in 
Mexico,when I was eight years old. I could not recall that 
we had been allowed to draw or colour at all during school 
time whereas two of my sisters and one of my brothers 
clearly remember being allowed to draw and colour. One 
sister remembered that this activity was allowed on Friday 
afternoons. This creative experience was a highlight of her 
weekly school experience. I too was one who took such 
pleasure in drawing and colouring, and yet I have no 
recollection of this activity in.school. I do remember 
colouring at the dinner table. In the evenings I was often 
frustrated by the dim light; there was no electricity since 
we used kerosene lamps. Reconstructing details of memory 
may not always yield reliable outcomes. The issue of
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trustworthiness can be countered by providing support for 
arguments with broad-based data from outside sources such 
as interviews, documents, and artifacts. These may serve as 
a basis of triangulation to produce contentaccuracy and 
trustworthiness.
The fourth pitfall is negligence of ethical standards 
regarding others in self-narratives. There is a false 
notion that confidentiality does not apply to self­
narrative studies because researchers use their ' 
autobiographical stories. Our autoethnographic stories are 
often linked.to stories of others, and as such the others' 
identities are subject to the ethical principle of 
confidentiality.6 Chang (2008) articulates that it is 
difficult to fully protect family members' identities 
because our own identity is revealed as the 
autoethnographers. The confidentiality of my family members 
was protected; my autoethnography was not written in my 
family name at birth. My family name was not disclosed; 
therefore, my brothers are not.easily identified. Even if 
my family birth, name had been disclosed it would still have 
been challenging to identify my family members from
6 I was advised by Denise Grafton, PhD, Senior Ethics Officer, The 
University of Western Ontario that my research did not require a review 
from the Ethics Review Committee (personal e-mail communication, Nov.
3, 2009) . I am required though to protect the identity of my family and 
others in my autoethnography (personal communication,. Kueneman, K.,
Nov. 3, 2009).
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numerous other families who share the same name. Our family- 
name is very common, as common as the name Smith: or Jones. 
My sisters used their married names and were therefore also 
not easily identified. My father passed away in May 2010 - 
his location and name were not disclosed.' I lost my mother, 
the most influential person in my life, in 1998 to cancer - 
her identityialso remained protected. Furthermore, I used 
pseudonyms for all names of family members•I included and 
indicated so in my writing. Lastly, I did not disclose the 
specific location of my birth (village name) nor the towns 
I grew up in, both in Canada and in Mexico - only the 
general geographic location.
The fifth pitfall is the inappropriate application of 
the label 'autoethnography' (Chang, 2008).. Autoethnography 
is subject to mixed interpretations; it lacks universal 
definition and has resulted in confusion for both the 
researcher and the reader. It is therefore necessary for 
the researcher to clearly define his/her interpretation as 
I have done to avoid confusion. A clear definition helps ;
the reader to distinguish autoethnography from other self­
narratives such as autobiography and memoir.
Concepts of Culture
Concepts of culture.vary. One orientation;is the: 
external or objective approach - that of being outside and
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looking in (De Munck, 2000; Geertz 1973; Tyler, 1870). This 
view focuses on culture as a collective whole. The emphasis 
is on the group, not on the individual; therefore, 
individual differences are minimized to retain the overall 
cultural construct resulting in an inaccurate 
representation of culture that may be oversimplified 
(Chang, 2008) . Although Geertz (1973) views culture "as 
public because meaning is [public]" (p. 12) he has been 
credited for broadening the concept of culture by shifting 
the goals of ethnography from searching for laws to 
searching for meaning making (Ellis & Bochner, 1-996) . A 
second orientation of culture locates culture in people's 
minds or as individually constructed. Goodenough (1981) 
delineates culture as "standards for perceiving, 
evaluating, believing, and doing" (p. 78), where 
individuals develop independent versions of group culture. 
The weakness in this approach is that culture is created 
within individual minds and, therefore, overlooks 
collectivism or the notion that self also relates to the 
web of others (Chang, 2008). A third approach to 
understanding culture is a hybrid approach that combines 
qualities of collective and individual constructions of 
culture into "a work-in-progress concept of culture" (p.
53
21). It is this third approach that I used for my research 
analysis. .
I used autobiographical data that focused on thematic 
content of art, education, and culture. The focus was not 
primarily on self but rather on understanding self through 
Mennonite culture, mainstream society, and art. The work of 
Bochner and Ellis (2002) places greater emphasis on self; 
their qualitative writing formats experiment with border­
crossing methods such as poetry, performance art, and 
visual art that blur the boundaries between the social 
sciences and humanities, a blurring not uncommon in 
postmodern frameworks. As such, lived experience expressed 
through art is considered a valid ethnographic 
representation. Personal stories expressed in creative, 
novel forms serve to disclose internalized oppression. 
Personal stories also serve as a powerful tool to release 
the pain of that oppression. I moved beyond the personal 
and connected my lived experience to the cultural.
Data and Methods of Gathering Data
Data-in-the-past.
The data I used in my research followed Chang's (2008) 
model of data collection. These included personal memory, 
both past and present, as a primary source. Methods to
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collect past memory consisted of: (1) an autobiographical 
timeline that listed major events relevant to specific 
themes or time spans; (2) an autobiographical timeline 
focused on border-crossing experiences that indicated times 
when I encountered or became friends with people different 
from myself or experienced new environments or life- 
altering incidents; (3) a self-inventory which consisted;of 
themes including proverbs, virtues and values, rituals, 
mentors, and artifacts; (4) visual representations■which 
consisted of a kinship diagram,and a self-portrait collage 
that represented the past and the present. — -
(1) I created an autobiographical timeline that listed 
major events relevant to specific themes or time spans; art 
and education have been very important in my life, so I 
chronicled my art and educational experiences in Canada and 
Mexico. In this sense, I adopted what Clandinin andv 
Connelly (2000) refer to as "three-dimensional spaces", 
looking to fragments of the past and self-knowledge of the 
present to stitch together my fragmented story. The very 
essence of the words fragment and stitching together 
capture the metaphor for my lived experience of constant 
uprooting, moving, relocating, and never quite being 
'together'. Fragments and stitching together also seem to 
capture the diversity of Mennonites.
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„ (2) I also created an autobiographical timeline that 
focused on border-crossing experiences that indicated times 
when I encountered or became friends with people different 
from myself or experienced new environments or life 
changing events. Examples of these border-crossing 
experiences included moments such as moving to Canada with 
my family, attending school in Canada, and subsequent;trips 
between Canada and Mexico.
(3) Self-inventory is another form of data collection 
and a way to organize research. It involves collecting, 
evaluating, and organizing data. I used five initial themes 
in the self-inventory process: proverbs, virtues and 
values, rituals, mentors, and artifacts (Chang). Proverbs 
refer to sayings that you have heard in your family or 
community that impact or have impacted your life. Virtues 
and values reflect the cultural goals you are encouraged to 
strive for, such as honesty. These values are encoded in 
moral standards that inform behaviours and thoughts. They 
are significant to understanding yourself and your culture. 
Listing participation in family or social rituals and 
explaining their significance informs your identity or 
culture. Mentors help shape our.lives. I explained how a . 
number of significant people have influenced mine. The last 
of the* five self-inventory items is cultural artifacts;
V
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which can be utility items common in everyday life or items
used in ceremonies, for example my wooden pencil case that
\
I used in school in Mexico.
(4) Visual representations of self in the form of 
diagrams or art1are another type of ethnographic data 
collection (Bochner & Ellis, 2002; Chang, 2008; Derry, 
2005). Visual diagrams, such as kinship diagrams, help to 
condense information into a comprehensible image that can 
then be elaborated with text. A kinship diagram is an 
anthropological term. The purpose of the diagram.is to 
chart family relationships through the use of various 
symbols. A kin-gram is an abbreviated version of the 
anthropological:kinship diagram. I borrowed Chang's chart 
of symbols as a key in my kin-gram charting my family 
relationships. I charted members that I spent time with and 
influenced my life in some way. A
To this I added a major work of visual art, a self- 
portrait, as a form of data. I created a visual 
representation:of my identity in the form of a 
mosaic/collage. Some sections of the artwork represent a 
quilt,;and the quilt is often used as a metaphor to 
describe the diversity of Mennonites (Loewen Reimer, 2008). 
The collage also.represented multiple fragments, a collage 
of experiences that made up my identity and helped me to
57
understand my past as well as my present. It helped to
relate the personal to the larger context of the cultural.\
These represented the methods of data collection that I 
used to construct the past, although the self-portrait 
reflected both the past and the present.
Data-in-the-present. '
Clandinin & Connelly (2000) note the importance of. 
past and present data and define it as three-dimensional 
space; the past, the present, and the possible future. Data 
collection for data-in-the-present is concerned with 
capturing "behaviours, thoughts, emotions, and interactions 
as they,occur" (p. 89). Self-reflection centres on 
introspection, and gathering data that reflect your current 
views. Self-reflective data may be recorded in field 
journals to capture the essence of who and what you are. In 
the data collection from the past I utilized a kin-gram to 
chart family relationships. In the data from the present I 
used a culture-gram. A culture-gram is a visual diagram 
that depicts cultural identities and group membership 
(Chang). It resembles a concept map delineating primary 
identities at the core and diversity dimensions such as 
nationality, race/ethnicity, gender, religion, et cetera at 
the periphery. The purpose of a culture-gram is to identify 
who you currently believe you are. Lastly, I collected
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self-reflective data to compare my self-narrative to:other 
self-narratives which reflected on issues of culture, 
ethnicity, and identity. I compared my self-narrative to 
self-narratives by Garcia (2002) and Iannacci (2005).
External data.
A wide array of external data may be used to 
complement the past and present data already mentioned to 
help tie the personal into the larger social and cultural 
context. External data refer to textual artifacts, non­
textual artifacts, and literature. Textual.artifacts 
include official documents such as diplomas, official 
letters, or. awards and may serve as an indicator of social 
norms and standards you1abide by. Other forms of textual 
artifacts may include newspaper articles, bulletins, 
concert programs, as well as personally authored work 
including personal letters, essays, and poetry. Non-textual 
artifacts such photographs, early works of art (grade 8 is 
the earliest work in my collection)., and, textile artifacts 
such aprons and scarves from my childhood also served as 
data sources. I:have few photographs from my early years; 
photography was considered 'worldly'. Artifacts in 
autoethnographic research consist of any physical 
representations of your life. I also used a third external 
source, that of literature on Mennonites from Mexico to
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obtain sociocultural, political, and historical information 
to provide triangulation and a context for my life. 
Analyzing and Interpreting Data
In order for autoethnography to be autoethnographic it 
needs to be interpreted through a cultural lens. I used 
both cultural and artistic lenses to interpret the data. In 
autoethnographic research, data act to support and 
illustrate your arguments, but they do not to stand alone 
in telling the story, they are part of a larger cultural 
context. Cultural analysis and interpretation are the 
methods by which bits of autobiographical data are 
converted into a culturally meaningful text. My 
autoethnographic account was not just a description of what 
happened in my life; it also linked my personal experiences 
and memories to the cultural in order to gain a better 
understanding of self and others through culture. I used 
the following strategies for data analysis and 
interpretation: (a) recurring topics; (b) cultural themes; 
(c) exceptional occurrences or "critical incidents"; (d) 
comparisons among aspects my self-narrative with other 
self-narratives (I used relevant literatures to situate my 
experiences in a broader context), and (e) theories drawn 
from the literatures to explain social phenomena (Chang, 





















I have discussed autoethnography and outlined how I 
used this methodology in my research. I have discussed data 
collection/creation and how I analyzed and interpreted my 
work through artistic and cultural lenses and framed it 
from a postmodern perspective. I have addressed 
transferability, trustworthiness, and culture. I have also 
discussed how I related the self to the cultural, as well 
as the emancipative possibility of self-reflexivity as an 





Developing a sensitivity to otherness begins with 
securing a sense of self, for only after locating our 
own cultural identity can we begin world-travelling, 
moving among and within communities different from our 
own. (Clark, 1996, p. 57)
In this chapter I analyze and-interpret data to 
compile a narrative that represents my self. Mitchell and 
Weber (1999) state "studying ourselves is a form of 
research, and our own accounts of 'how we got here' [these] 
can contribute to a body of knowledge about teaching, 
learning, and adult identity" (p. 9). In doing so I sought 
to answer my thesis questions (a) how did the experiences 
of art and education influence the life of a female learner 
and educator whose culture of origin sanctioned neither and 
(b) what can be learned from these experiences? The data 
are organized as outlined in chapter three (Data and 
Methods of Gathering Data). These consist of two 
autobiographical timelines; self-inventory exploring themes 
of proverbs, virtues and values, rituals, and mentors; 
visual representations consisting of a kin-gram and 
culture-gram that incorporate external data such as 
cultural artifacts, arts based literature, and Mennonite 
literature.
The data I collected and generated include personal 
memory as a primary source. I created two autobiographical 
timelines; one that documents my education history 
(Appendix A) and one that documents border-crossing and 
life-changing experiences (Appendix B). I will not be 
elaborating on all of the listed dates and events. For 
example, although my marriage, the birth of my children, 
and my marital dissolution are life-changing events, they 
are not the purpose of this research; I visited the past, 
especially my early education, art, and cultural 
experiences. I discovered how past experiences influenced 
my life and my beliefs about art (Szabad-Smyth, 2005). 
Documenting events in two chronological timelines provided 
a sense of clarity and helped me focus on a specific theme 
for example, my art and education theme and my border­
crossing or life-altering theme. Although these are two 
separate chronologies, they were not kept separate in the 
narrative; they are inextricably bound in an intertwining 
web that informed my constructed self. The chronological 
timelines constructed my autobiography which is linear. 
Memory, on the other hand, is not the same; it is 
kaleidoscopic rather than linear (Mitchell & Weber, 1999). 
Memory texts do not follow a chronological path, they are 
concerned with "how memory shapes the stories we. tell, in
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the present about the past" and "with what it is that makes 
us remember: the prompts, the pretexts, of memory; the 
reminders of the past that remain in the present" (Kuhn, 
1995, p..3). In order to establish a framework:for the 
meaning of art and education in my life I explored at 
length my early education, family structure, cultural 
influences, artistic influences, and daily life in two 
countries. I did not always follow a linear configuration; 
at times I followed memory:prompts that connected related 
themes. Sometimes I skipped years’between events,: at other 
times I reached far into the past to create a context.
These provided a richer milieu to explore what could be 
learned from these experiences.
Autobiographical Timelines
In 1984, three years after graduating: from high 
school, I made my first attempt to apply to university. It 
was actually the application and the financial aid process 
that prompted me to obtain a chronological timeline from my 
mother concerning our migration history. My mother - 
documented these events in her journals - it was her way of 
keeping track of life events. I recorded the dates she A 
provided.for my records. The migration dates from these 
entries formed the basis of my autobiographical timelines 
for both education:and border-crossing events. The
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migration dates provided a possible guideline as to when my 
early educational experiences may have begun. MyNearly 
years consisted of numerous relocations between Mexico and 
Canada, necessitated in part by economic hardship and in 
part by my father's desire to move away from a closed 
Mennonite community. Our family was not the only family who 
sought alternative forms of ’income by means of seasonal 
migration to Canada (Castro, 2004; Cribb, 1994; Laliberte, 
2007). Our migration to Canada was individually motivated 
by economic; survival and not communally motivated by 
cultural and.religious survival as previous Mennonite 
migrations had been (Castro,;2004; Quadros, 2009).
Personal-memories about my education before I was 
eight years old are vague. There .were incidents that stood 
out but there was often uncertainty about my age or grade 
in which some of the incidents took place. Where possible,
I relied on biographical timelines,. family members, 
literature, and external data to fill-in the gaps. In 
elementary:school I was one grade level behind my peers.
For the longest time I believed that I must have repeated 
grade 1 and I very well could have because I did not speak 
English when I started school in Canada. One of my older 
sisters believed she was placed in grade 1 three times; 
each time we returned to Ontario from Mexico she had not
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acquired sufficient English language skills to be promoted 
to the age appropriate grade. However, another plausible 
explanation for me being a year behind my peers is ithat I 
started school late. Our family moved to south-western 
Ontario in July of 1966 to work as seasonal labourers on 
farms owned by Russian/Canadian Mennonites. We shared a 
common language, Plautdietsch low-German, as well as 
similar cultural Mennonite roots. The goal was to stay in 
Ontario during the crop season and then return to Mexico, 
our permanent home7. The income earned was to supplement our 
farming way of life. My mother was a Canadian citizen; 
therefore, our labour-based migrations between Canada and 
Mexico posed no difficulties.
We travelled to Canada in the back of a pickup truck 
fitted with a topper (an enclosed unit that provided 
shelter, similar to a camper). I was one of nine children 
in my family. The truck was driven by a more progressive 
Mennonite; orthodox Old Colony Mennonites were forbidden to 
own and drive vehicles, including tractors with rubber 
tires since it was a means of transportation that made it 
easy to connect with the outside world (Quiring, 2004;
7 Sawatzky (1971) states that the Mennonites from Mexico "initially go 
to Canada for the summer, perhaps in conjunction with visits to 
relatives, to work until the ground freezes in the autumn, and to 
return to Mexico for the winter. Some do this year after year" (p.
318)
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Sawatzky, 1971). One key recollection I had of travelling 
to and from Canada was that of a painful bladder. I 
remember being passed from one set of arms to the next to 
the chamber pot. I could not void myself in front of an 
audience consisting of my entire family and possibly 
members of the family who was providing the transportation. 
My bladder stayed agonizingly full until we stopped at 
refuelling stations; on occasion we stopped by the side of 
the road for relief. This provided somewhat more dignity 
and privacy than the crowded camperton the back of a pickup 
truck.
r According to one of my brothers and older sister, we 
spent our first night in Ontario sleeping in a greenhouse 
boiler-room on a farm owned by a Russian:Mennonite. For a 
brief period of time our entire family of 11 members lived 
in a small, one-room dwelling provided by a Canadian 
Mennonite farmer for whom we worked. Bunk beds lined the 
walls. A small stove without an oven for baking;provided 
the only source for cooking. The congested living quarters 
were deplorable and could not accommodate such a large 
family. Sometimes families were housed in old gutted school 
buses, empty tobacco kilns, or unfinished garages8.
8 My aunt, uncle, and cousins were accommodated in a one-room 
unconverted garage. Water was accessed via a garden hose. There was no 
indoor plumbing, no washrooms, and a concrete floor (personal memory).
; „
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Accommodations resembling third world poverty were at times 
provided by unscrupulous Russian/Canadian Mennonite farmers 
in an effort to exploit the labour potential of the 
Mennonites from Mexico and thwart demands for higher wages 
and better living conditions (Cribb, 1994).
Many of the Mennonite families from Mexico had family 
members who were Canadian citizens and, therefore, were not 
eligible for protection from exploitation under the 
government-sponsored, Caribbean/Mexican seasonal 
agricultural workers program (Cribb, 1994).:Protesting 
deplorable living conditions potentially meant éviction and 
loss of employment. For many destitute families, the 
venture to Canada was a last-ditch effort for economic, 
survival. We did not remain with the farm owner who 
provided the single-room accommodation; we subsequently 
moved into an older farm house which burned down that 
winter when I was five years old. The rhythm of working in 
Canada during the crop season and returning to Mexico for 
the winter months did not play out as originally intended. 
We had arrived in Canada in July, 1966, late in the farming 
season; by mid-October, or at the latest the end of 
October, the farm labour season was over. According to one 
of my brothers, we had not earned enough money to pay for
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our way back to Mexico that winter; there was no choice but 
to stay.
We lived in Ontario for a year and five months, from 
July 1966 to December 1967. It is possible that I attended 
school in Ontario from September (most likely October after 
the crops were done) to December when we returned to 
Mexico. I have no documentation and my mother's journals 
have gone missing. There are two possible scenarios. The 
first one is that I did not attend school; that my parents 
kept me home because attending public school was of the 
world ;and the world was full of learning that would detract 
from our faith. The second scenario is that I did attend 
school.I Our employer's son-in-law was a school teacher. 
Either our employer or his son-in-law may have reported our 
family to the school administration, and I may have been 
mandated to attend school while residing in Ontario. Both 
scenarios are possible. What is important here is that, 
there may have been some exposure to elementary education 
in Ontario during this time.
In May 1968 we moved back to.Ontario and worked for 
the same farmer as the previous season. I was old enough to 
attend elementary school, but it is debatable if I did for. 
the months of May and June. I may have been kept home to 
help in the fields in whatever capacity a six-year old girl
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was capable. In October of that year I turned:seven and was 
definitely old enough to go to school. Here again, I may 
not have started school until October to accommodate farm
work. This was my first full year of school in Canada that 
I am certain of. At the beginning of chapter one I included 
vignettes describing several artistic experiences I had as 
a youngster in elementary school in Canada that left a 
lasting positive impression in my life. The following two 
vignettes provided glimpses into two early school 
experiences that spoke of determination and the difficulty 
of adjusting to a new environment.
I don't know how old I am, I believe I am very 
young. I am not sure if this is my first day of 
school. I do not remember what I am wearing. I do 
remember that there is green grass near the buses and 
I am not cold. I remember looking at all the yellow 
school buses and wondering which one,was the:right bus 
to take home. I believe I am alone. I don't see my 
older siblings - should they be with me? I don't, know. 
It is possible that they have been kept home to work 
on the farm or it is possible that I decided to go to 
school on my own that day. I am the youngest of my 
siblings in school I have one younger brother who is 
not of school age yet. I look for an identifying mark 
. on the bus to help me remember, perhaps a number. I 
feel panic. I spoke only low-German when I started 
school. I don't know if my siblings found me and 
helped me, a teacher helped me, the bus driver 
,v remembered me, or I identified the correct bus myself 
but somehow I got home safely.
I hated going outside for recess; I liked to stay 
in to keep warm. I don't remember'if I had warm 
footwear and a warm coat (likely not); I was very 
cold. I didn't speak English. I,was alone and had no 
one to talk to or play with. I lingered in the empty
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hall; the children had gone outside to play.i I 
wandered to the water fountain for a drink hoping I 
could delay going outside. A sharp pain assaulted my 
ear. I had not seen or heard the teacher approach - 
she caught me by surprise. Holding on to my ear, she 
firmly marched me outside. Stunned, I felt the biting 
cold as the school door closed behind me. Tears stung 
my eyes and fell silently. I didn't understand why I 
just couldn't stay inside where it was warm. I think 
she could speak German - at least I believed she could 
. ■ ■ ■ - her surname was a common Mennonite name (she may
well have been an assimilated-Canadian Mennonite). I 
believe this was my first school year in Canada - 
grade one, and I was either six or seven years old.
Life and School in Mexico
In November of 1969, a year and a half later, we moved 
back to Mexico. My two oldest brothers stayed in Ontario.
My two oldest sisters moved with the family to Mexico but 
then returned to Ontario with their friends and not with 
the rest of the family. I did not get to know my older four 
siblings very well until I was an adult. I have fragmented 
recollections of earlier life in Mexico, but the six month 
stay from November 1969 to May 1970 stood out for me; I was 
eight years old. When we first arrived, we stayed with our 
paternal aunt (my father's sister) and uncle who lived in a 
sizable house that had varnished hardwood floors. They
owned vast acres of farmland and were very well-to-do 
established farmers, starkly contrasting our meagre estate.
When we were able, we left our relatives and moved 
next door into our own small house built of adobe brick
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that had been given to my father by his father, the house 
in which I was born. The floor was earthen and the ceiling 
beams were exposed. I do not know how many rooms were in 
the house, possibly three or four - a kitchen with a wood 
burning stove (used for cooking and baking), the grosse 
stube (large room) in which my parents slept, and one or 
two rooms where the children slept. There was no running 
water, plumbing, or indoor bathroom. The well providing 
access to water was not located near the house - I believe 
it was shared with our relatives next door. We had to walk 
to the well to fetch water for everyday needs --from 
cooking to doing laundry. One of my tasks was to collect 
dried cow dung to use as fuel to heat water for laundry 
since wood was too expensive; Sawatzky (1971) notes that it 
was "not unusual, particularly for poor families, to gather 
cow chips for fuel" (p. 283). An outside fire pit was used 
to heat a large cauldron of water. We had a wooden washtub 
that housed a ribbed agitator which could be moved back and 
forth over the clothes. Laundry was a laborious process. 
Clothes were sorted by colour; whites were done first and 
darks last. The same water was used for all the loads. Once 
they were washed, the water was emptied onto garden plants 
and the washtub was filled with clean rinse water. Finally 
the clothes were hung on a clothes-line to dry.
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We had a garden but I do not know if we had a tractor. 
A manual plow harnessed to a horse was used to till the 
soil. We had a cow to provide milk and butter, and: a calf 
we loved; it became our pet. The calf was subsequently 
slaughtered by my father and his friends who had had too 
much to drink one hot, summer day. The meat was not needed, 
and it was too hot to keep from spoiling without cooking 
and preserving it in jars which my mother did. It was just 
one example' of what I call privileged power as head of the 
household, a subject I explore later .in this chapter. We 
travelled on foot in the village, including to school, but 
we also had access to a horse and buggy for longer distance 
travel. I cannot recall if we owned the horse and a buggy 
or if we borrowed from our relatives. This was our home. We 
transitioned from the twentieth: century in Canada to the 
nineteenth century in rural Mexico.
Not only did our domestic life in Mexico return to a 
pre-industrial system, my education was .also’reminiscent of 
a much earlier.period. I was excited and also frightened to 
attend school. This was my firstreducation experience in 
Mexico that I could remember. Looking back, I now know that 
our mother prepared us for education in Mexico since she 
had never accepted moving to Canada as permanent. To 
prepare us, she established a tradition: the family members
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of school age had to read the catechism out loud in proper 
German under her tutelage - there were no exceptions. 
Although I did not have a clear comprehension of what.I was 
reading, I was able to read German..The Bible that was used 
in school was the Martin Luther version in gothic script (I 
have a copy today), a difficult translation to understand 
and read. I was not sure that I could actually read for 
understanding. My literacy was based on reading the 
catechism so frequently that I; had memorized it. I remember 
excessively practising reading German to be prepared for 
school.
I loved learning, whether in Canada or Mexico. The 
school consisted of one room. The girls were seated on one 
side and the boys on the other with the teacher situated at 
the front of the class. Women in general were not allowed 
to be teachers. The walls were bare; there were no 
pictures, no maps, and no display of the alphabet, not even 
for the primary learners as exemplars. We sat on hard 
wooden,benches. The desk stretched the length of the bench 
and was shared with the pupils in that row. I do not 
remember if there was a blackboard at the front of the room 
- I  believe there was because I remember a lesson that 
examined the placement of a word in a sentence. This 
appears similar to a grammar lesson. I was too afraid to
put up my hand. I had the correct answer, but was unsure. I 
also did not know what the consequences would be if I gave 
the wrong answer so I was not willing to take the risk. 
Teachers in the Old Colony School in Mexico did not receive 
any professional training and were forbidden to encourage® 
students to attain any knowledge that was not endorsed by 
the clergy (Sawatzky, 1971). For example, they were 
forbidden to teach proper grammar. Both teachers and pupils 
had to adhere to orthodoxy in maintaining archaic vowel 
inflections in speech (Sawatzky); my German still reflects 
this archaic inflection.
School supplies consisted of a slate board 
schiefertafel enclosed in a wooden frame on which to do all 
practice work, a sharpened slate stick schiefer for mark 
making, a wooden pencil case (see Figure 1), an ink jar and 
pen holder with writing tip, and bound lined pages. Once 
cursive writing skills were acquired on slate, paper was 
used to demonstrate acceptable competency usually in the 
form of copying sections of scripture. In this way, waste 
and expense were kept at a minimum. No pencils, pens, or 
any art media such as pencils, wax crayons, or watercolour 
paints were made available at school. In a recent 
conversation with one of my brothers (personal^ 




Wooden Pencil Case from Mexico
school. He stated that art media were supplied from home 
and consisted of watercolours, crayons, and colouring books 
from which he copied images. I did not recall having access 
to these when in I was in school in Mexico although I 
remember having access to crayons and paper at home. 
Learners from families who did not have access to these 
materials did without; they used their slate and mark 
stick.
It is here that we see a break from a collective 
access to education supplies, meagre as they were, to 
individual access to art supplies as provided by parents. 
Those learners who had no personal access were deprived of 
equal creative opportunity. Art, along with science, 
history, literature, and geography were not part of the
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curriculum (Harder & Ens, 2006) and yet, in a subtle way, 
some artistic expression managed to emerge here and there. 
It was a delightful reward for good behaviour during the 
week. Though art was not forbidden for educator Szabad- 
Smyth (2005), she recalls her elementary;school experiences 
of art as "a hands-on activity of drawing 'anything' ... 
reserved for Friday afternoons, and as a reward for: 
acceptable class behaviour during the week" (p. 69). In 
both instances, art had not been taught as a discipline.9
Student art was not displayed in the Old Colony school 
in Mexico; there were no visual displays of any-kind, 
adhering to the strict literal interpretation of Exodus 20: 
4 "Thou shalt not make [or display] unto thee any graven 
image, or any likeness of any thing that is in heaven 
above, or that is in the earth beneath, or,that is in the 
water under the earth" (King James Version). It seems that 
there was a dualism, a separation if you will, between 
allowing students to express limited, self-directed 
artistic; creativity (drawing and colouring from colouring 
book and making a likeness of something), and displaying 
that creativity. My brother copied images of animals and :
9 According to Roger Clark, "this pretty much describes elementary art 
education in general, not just for Mennonite children" (personal 
communication, March 20, 2011). I found it interesting that a form of 
art expression was allowed in the Old Colony Mennonite Schools in 
Mexico though I,cannot recall having that experience while I attended 
school there.
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landscapes from colouring books and then coloured them. The 
greater offence appears to be in displaying the images. 
Would these then become objects of worship or potential 
objects of worship, or present opportunity for idolatrous 
admiration of the artist, in this case the student? My 
brother's art work was acknowledged as one of the most 
accomplished in the school. The brother I refer to is ten 
years my senior and is also left-handed, as I am. His left 
hand was beaten at school .each time he used it so he had to 
become right-handed. I was acutely aware of the.convention 
of, adhering to the right hand when I attended school in 
Mexico. This convention was not necessarily rooted in ' 
religious teachings nor was it specific to education in 
Mexico; it was a product of its time.10 This gave rise to a 
mounting fear. I was horrified that I, too, would have my 
left hand beaten. I had attended school for over.a year in 
Ontario, where this was not an issue. To my relief, the 
teacher did not force me to change my dominant hand.
We had to recite catechism verses; reciting was a good 
indicator of your progress. Rote memory was the traditional 
method of learning. I already knew the catechism verses as 
I had learned these at home. There was a sense of impending
10 Roger Clark notes that his father had a similar experience; he too 
was forced to use his right hand in elementary school in Canada- 
(personal communication, March 20, 2011).
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corporal punishment for those who failed to memorize the 
verses. Corporal punishment was administered in front of 
the entire school to correct and discourage undesirable 
attitudes, behaviours, and infractions. I recall a 
particular incident involving one of the senior boys who 
had committed an infraction. On the day of discipline the 
teacher lashed the boy's buttocks over his overalls with a 
belt; we just stood there and watched, with the lashes came 
screams. I later learned that the student had come to 
school with rags stuffed in his overalls to buffer the 
lashings. His screams served to mask the short-lived 
deception. Word got out to the teacher and then discipline 
was privately administered.
Corporal punishment is still used as a disciplinary 
measure in some private Old Colony Mennonite schools in 
Ontario as is evidenced by a recent hearing where a 
principal and teacher admitted to strapping seven boys ages 
9 and 10. The strap consisted of a belt without a buckle 
and was administered on the boys' buttocks over the 
clothes. School policy indicated that the strap was only 
administered as a last resort. Parents were made aware of 
this policy. Infractions that warranted spankings included: 
leaving-school property without consent and wandering to a 
wooded area, "breaking off the plastic point of a fire'
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alarm", and "refus[ing] to co-operate with [a] Grade 4 
teacher" (Sims, 2008). Defence lawyer Gord Cudmore pointed 
out:that corporal punishment was administered according to 
Mennonite school policy; "there were no injuries, no anger, 
no malice and 'no thought of violence' when the boys were 
struck" (Sims, 2008). We are not told what criteria were 
used to measure anger, malice, or thoughts of violence, and 
according to whom. Cudmore argues that Mennonites are a 
gentle and peaceable people. While that may be so in 
general, not.all Mennonites necessarily are. Corporal 
punishment is deeply rooted in Old Colony Mennonite 
culture, both at home and at school. It was that way in 
1969 when I went to school in Mexico, and was still that 
way in 2008 in Ontario.
.The education curriculum in the Mennonite school in 
Mexico that I attended was very limited. I was eight' years 
old, attended school for possibly six months and 
successfully completed the highest level of learning 
available to girls. According to Redekop (1969) the school 
year within the Old Colony was six months in: duration, 
starting in early November until: March, and then.resuming 
again in May or June for one month thus completing the 
year. The planting and harvesting of crops played a 
significant role in determining when school started and
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stopped. Students went to school for six-years. This meant 
that students in Old Colony schools in Mexico received on 
average four months a year less instruction than students 
in public schools in Canada and two years less of 
elementary school education. When I started school in 
Mexico I was beyond the Vibla (pronounced fee-blah) primary 
level, so I began as a Testamenta, a level that focuses on 
reading and memorizing sections of scripture in the New 
Testament. After demonstrating competence in reading, rote 
memorization, and the;ability to copy (in:a cursive script) 
sections of:scriptures I was placed with the Bibla, the 
highest level of learning, focusing on Old Testament 
scriptures. Sawatzky (1971) notes that an education focus 
on Old Testament stories at the highest level of student 
learning and most developed level of reading comprehension 
(though limited) is largely responsible for establishing a 
fatalistic and docile acceptance of all forms of hardships 
as punishment from God for wrongdoing. Wrongdoing included 
deviation from tradition as defined.by the Gemeinde church 
community which demanded orthodoxy in clothing, speech 
(archaic vowel pronunciation), and refraining from the use 
of innovative technology. Education is used, among other 
initiatives, to inculcate obedience to authority.
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Harder and Ens (2006) state Old Colony Mennonites have 
a very simple philosophy of education, namely to ensure 
that all children must be able to read the Bible in German, 
know the catechism, and able to recite sacred hymns. All 
other subjects are forbidden. It appears that education ' 
among the ultra conservative Old Colony Mennonites in 
Mexico is below standard of more progressive Mennonite 
schools in Mexico and elementary education in Canada.
Hedges (1996), however, poses another;possibility that "the 
significance of the Old Colony Mennonite school lies not in 
the skills it purports to impart; but in its role" in the 
socialization of children into Old Colony Mennonite life" 
(p. 97). It is a means of passing on culture and tradition 
to the next generation. Thus far, it is evident that my 
education; development was very fractured and limited. It 
fluctuated between two worlds; that of Mexico which was 
focused on the rote memorization of Christian religious 
literature as a way to inculcate Mennonite culture, and 
that of Ontario which included artistic expression, social 
studies, and English literature.
Family Structure
One of the most fundamental features of Old Colony 
Mennonite families is that they are established as ; 
patriarchal hierarchies with the father positioned as the
i
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uncontested head of the household, and ours was no 
different. This view is rooted in Ephesians 5:22-24:
"Wives, submit yourselves unto your own husbands.... For. 
the husband is the head of the wife... so let the wives be 
[subject] to their own husbands in every thing" (King James 
Version). Another scripture reference supporting male 
gender as authority over female gender stems from the 
Adamite theory found in Genesis 2:18: "And the Lord God 
said, It is not good that the man should be alone; I will 
make him an help meet for him", and verse 22, "And the rib, 
which the Lord God had taken from man; made he a- woman, and 
brought her unto the man" (KJV). This supports the notion 
that the male gender was created first and was, therefore, 
established as the more important or primary gender. The, 
female gender was created from man and therefore relegated 
to a secondary or lesser position. Scripture references 
such as Ephesians 5:25 commanding husbands to "love, [their] 
wives, even as Christ also loved [and sacrificed himself 
for] thes.church" (KJV), were of secondary importance. At 
best, they were optional. The commandment for wives to obey 
their husbands was not optional - it was God ordained. .
Children, like*women, must be also obedient. An > 
emphasis is placed on teaching children to obey their 
parents and their: elders - no questions asked. Ephesians
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6:1—3 states: "Children, obey your parents in the Lord: for 
this is right" (KJV) . The first part of the verse 
"children, obey your parents" is fully enforced. Children 
are taught obedience through discipline and this includes 
corporal punishment. Corporal punishment is deemed to be 
sanctioned by scripture and therefore by God. Proverbs 
13:24 states: "He that spareth his rod hate[s] his son 
[children]: but he that love[s] him [and her] chasten[s] 
[them] betimes" (King James Version). A contemporary 
translation of the same verse reads: "A refusal to correct 
is a refusal to love; love your children by disciplining 
them" (The Message Version). This translation does not 
define discipline as physical punishment. A verse that is 
frequently overlooked is.Ephesians 6:4: "And, ye fathers, 
provoke not your children to wrath: but bring them up in 
the nurture and admonition of the Lord" (KJV). According to 
this verse it appears that the role of the father is to be 
nurturing, not tyrannical. My intention here was to 
ascertain for the reader some of the main Biblical 
scriptures used to establish the position of male as the 
head of the household and the subservience of women and. 
children. How that role is played out is not subject to 
question within the Old Colony tradition; wives and 
children must be obedient. Armstrong and Coleman's (2001)
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report concerning Old Colony Mennonite women's health state 
that "men are the undisputed head of the household. Spousal 
abuse, alcoholism, child abuse, or other family issues are 
not talked about outside the family" (p. 1).
A husband is not challenged when spankings turn into 
beatings. As youngsters, my oldest two brothers were 
severely beaten by my father with a fan belt. The bruising 
and swelling made it impossible for them to sit on their 
buttocks or lay on their backs for days. They lay on their 
stomachs on the floor to eat at mealtime -t h e  only 
postural position available other than standing- When my 
mother complained to her parents about the severity of the 
beatings of her sons she was told to leave the matter 
alone. She was told her husband would leave her if she 
challenged him11. She had no support or resources to assist 
her, the church and community left such matters alone; nor 
could she seek help from outside the community. Old Colony 
women were not allowed to socialize with Mexican citizens, 
nor were they allowed learning Spanish, their host 
country's language; consequently, they were confined to 
their world of Mennonite households (Reinschmidt, 2001).
11 My second oldest brother recounted the disciplinarian beatings both 
he and our oldest brother endured. Either my mom confided in him or he 
overheard the conversations she had with her parents. The beatings 




Abuse within Old Colony Mennonite families exists, it 
is not that uncommon (Armstrong & Coleman, 2001; Fast,
2004) . That leads me to ask, how do I as researcher tell , 
such stories? Should they be told? These topics are 
shrouded in pain, shame, and silence. Butler-Kisber (2005) 
advocates the use of poetry for telling stories, all kinds 
of stories: "It allows the writer to hone in on the pivotal 
... aspects of a story, but at the same to retain a veil of 
ambiguity (p. 100). Heydon (2009) used a knitted narrative 
to tell difficult stories about her early teaching 
experience in a remote First Nations' community. She 
juxtaposed her text with the narrative that had been 
written about her as a new teacher and;research 
participant. I tell difficult stories about domestic abuse, 
one in the form of a vignette written in third person, and 
the other.in the form of a poem. Both methods serve to 
protect the identity of the victim.
Helen (a pseudonym) was only 10 years old. She 
had been taught to say her prayers every night, but 
tonight was different..Even;after she said her 
prayers, she felt a great unease. Prayer was a habit 
without which she felt little peace. She could not 
forget. Helen could not sleep if she neglected to say 
the Lord's Prayer. Posture was important. She.could 
not lie in bed to say her prayers; that was not very 
reverent. She needed to kneel by the bed; she had been 
\ taught that kneeling was important. She didn't feel 
any better after she said her prayers. Two .of her
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brothers had had a fight earlier in the day and there 
was quiet talk. She did not know what the talk was 
about but there was a hushed sense of something to 
come. Her mother seemed sad, but said nothing. Helen's 
bedtime was the same time every night and tonight was 
no different.
Then it happened. She heard an agonizing scream, 
then another and another. The frenzy of screams echoed 
the frenzy of lashes; they kept coming one after 
another. A terrifying rhythm had taken on a life of 
its own. She could hardly swallow; her heart was 
pounding so hard. It finally dawned on her, this was 
discipline. Her brother was being beaten by her father 
with a belt in the back room. No one interfered. She 
trembled as terror welled up in her and anger even 
more so. That night she hated her father. She wished 
he was not in her family, wished he would never come 
home. Many times he did not come home, this just 
happened to be a time that he did. The next day it was 
as if nothing had happened. No one talked about it. 
Helen did not even dare to whisper about it-, that she 
had heard, to anyone, not her brother, not even her 
mother. She gained a new understanding of the meaning 
of discipline. Sadly, she also believed that there was 
nothing she, her mother, or older siblings could do.
In Canada, as in Mexico, such matters were not brought
to the attention of outside authorities. They "should be
dealt with by the church leadership, not by the 'world',
the non-Old Colony sphere" (Fast, 2004, p. 104). You could
not betray your family. To do so was to act as a rebellious
female or child who had forgotten her God-ordained position 
of obedience and submission. Such an act could result in 
social isolation from the Gemeinde, family, and friends.
A father was not questioned when he made sexual 
advances towards his daughters as was the case of one of my 
uncles who had an incestuous relationship with his -
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daughter. I recently asked a family member why my aunt did
not protect her daughter; he stated that she was relieved
to have a break from the wifely duties in the bedroom12..
Tien (a pseudonym) could not protect her daughter from
similar abuse for years (Fast, 2004). When she lived in
Mexico she reported her husband to the church; he was
temporarily excommunicated to control his behaviour. In
Canada the Old Colony church advised that speaking to the
perpetrator would only serve to escalate the situation. She
finally found courage to report her husband to the police
and family and child services.
The Empty Space is a poem11 wrote about a young Old
Colony Mennonite girl. She remains nameless. Her story is
the story of numerous other young girls. She is only nine
years old. A poetic representation of her lived experience
brings the reader into her space as voyeuristic observer
making it difficult to remain impersonal and objective.
Another day, it's time to go home; hands,
stained muddy green from tomato plants and dark earth.
Back-aching labour, that of picking tomatoes.
No time to play as children should; 
making haste, last to arrive.
12 According to my second oldest brother, incest was not uncommon, - 
daughters were victimised in many families. The Old Colony church 
looked the other way. In the case of Tien, the Old Colony church did 
not know how to help. The minister advised Tien that if the clergy 
spoke to her husband this could escalate the abuse and advised against 
it. The clergy also advised against seeking help from the world (Fast, 
2004) . It appears the Old Colony church is not equipped to deal with 
issues of domestic and sexual abuse.
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Only one space left beside the uncle . 
on the bench in the back of the crowded pickup truck 
with the topper. Strange, the only space left?
She guesses she'll take it,
tired and hungry, it's the end of the day.
Obediently she waits for the truck to make its way 
home, carrying family who are tired and hungry.
Tired and hungry - yet another hunger lurks within 
the uncle who sits in the back of the pickup 
truck with the topper; for young girls who 
have been taught to obey their elders.
He shifts a little closer, his hand stained, 
stained muddy green from tomato plants and dark earth 
reaches the small of her back; and 
■ unsuspectingly makes its way from behind, 
underneath the skirt of her dress.
His fingers, stained, obscured from view, 
savagely bruise her tender flesh
She squirms and writhers, and glances around 
f-r-a-n-t-i-c-a-l-l-y,
no one seems to notice.
She endures in silence....
The ride is over.
An obedient girl obeyed her elder.
Now she too understands
the empty space beside the uncle who sits 
‘ in the back of the back of the pickup truck
with the topper.
Girls were required to wear dresses, even to work on 
the farm. All of the children had to work; this was not the 
time to play as was my experience. An empty space beside 
the uncle indicates that others in the back of the truck 
chose not to sit there; perhaps they too had been victims. 
No one told the young girl not to sit there. She never told 
anyone either. ,
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Male leadership in the home is believed to be ordained 
by God. If the leader is unjust, incestuous, or. abusive it 
is believed that God will right this wrong in his own time. 
It is up to the members of the family to do their duty by 
remaining obedient, submissive, and silent. In theory, 
these activities were forbidden by the church but, in 
practice, nothing was done to address these abuses. Many 
devout women believed this was their cross to carry 
(Christian duty); it exemplified a humble spirit yielded to 
the will of God13. ’ . r
Sometimes I thought about how a loving, selfless, 
intelligent, empathetic, and industrious person like my 
mother could remain in such an ill-suited relationship. I 
recall the first time I genuinely and critically questioned 
my father's presence in our family and that was during our 
stay in Mexico when I was eight. Our family was sitting
13 My mother thought of her marriage as a cross to bear. The man who her 
parents had arranged for her to marry did not share her values of
family or faith. She was 29 and he was 19 when they married. She was
much older than her female counterparts were when they married. She was 
expected to be obedient to her parents - she was not allowed to choose 
her husband although she was a mature adult. She was not allowed to 
socialize with the Jugend (young people) as was custom. She had been 
taught that obedience to parents and later to a husband was God 
ordained. She was taught to be more concerned about obeying God
according to how she had been socialized than to follow her own will.
She married according to her parents' wishes. God would look after her. 
When the. marriage partnership turned,out to be a match, made in hell, 
leaving was not an option, it was an indication of wickedness and 
disobedience on her part. Displeasing God was the ultimate failure; 
after :all God would give her thè strength to endure. This powerful 
message encouraged women to remain docile in the face of domestic 
exploitation and abuse. My family was an example, but we were not the 
only ones.
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down to owentkost (pronounced oovent-kost) supper. I do not 
think our door was locked; most Mennonites did not lock 
their, doors. I do not recall how many men entered our;home, 
possibly two, and others were waiting outside. I just 
remember them marching my father out the door with a gun to 
his back. No explanation was given. We all had to bow our 
heads and pray for our father. I obeyed and bowed my head 
to pray - silently. I prayed that he would never be allowed 
to return home. I had overheard him telling mom that they 
would not be staying in Mexico. Her pleading fell on deaf 
ears; he made'her cry, she was devastated. Whatever my 
reasons, I was childishly honest. After all, I had not 
asked God to kill him or anything terrible like that, I 
just asked God to keep him away. I was so disappointed when 
he returned.
Self-Inventory
As I continue my self construction, I examine data 
from self-inventory consisting of four themes: proverbs, 
virtues and values, rituals, and mentors. The following is 
a. humorous and, somewhat vulgar proverb that my mother cited 
frequently. Of all,the proverbs, this one stands out from 
the more pious ones. The proverb parallels the coarse 
humour of sixteenth-century physician and writer, Francois 
Rabelais;(c. 1494 - April 9, 1553). In spite of my mother's
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devout faith and adherence to her gendered position in the 
home, the proverb speaks of ingenuity, agency, and self- 
determination. It is a low-German proverb for which there 
is no English equivalent: waa sikj mau weet, be'schiet sikj 
nijch biem lajen. Translated it means, a person, who knows 
self well, does not, metaphorically speaking, defecate on 
self while lying down.
Although my mother was not symbolically the head of 
the household, she applied the proverb to family situations 
in my father's absence. As head of the household, our 
father took the money the family earned during the crop 
season and abandoned us. We did not apply for social 
assistance; we did not know these services existed. My 
oldest brothers and sisters supported the family. When my 
father's coffers were empty he returned home:to resume his 
undisputed position as head of the household. The cycle 
repeated itself over the course of:our growing-up. During 
one particular Christmas in Canada, in which my father was 
absent, my mother was able to charge groceries to ensure we 
had food; she negotiated with the store owner who was a 
Canadian Mennonite. My gift was a recycled doll from a 
landfill site. The doll was carefully cleaned and dressed 
in newly sewn new clothes along with a miniature quilt. I 
was happy to receive the gift but disappointed that-I could
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not change the doll clothes as they had been sewn onto the 
doll. . . .
Virtues and values reflect cultural goals to strive to 
attain or uphold such as honesty or, in my case, obedience. 
As was discussed earlier, Old Colony education was one way 
to inculcate obedience to authority and this was partially 
achieved by concentrating on the Old Testament and on the 
teaching that God was a punishing God. We, my siblings and 
I, were often reminded at home that God was watching and 
would punish us for wrongdoing. It was believed that God's 
anger was manifested in severe weather, conditions’such as 
thunderstorms. The louder the thunder and the more vivid 
the lightning, the angrier God was. We were infused with a 
genuine sense of terror, we begged God to not kill us. The 
most horrific part was that we were taught that we could 
not know about our position in the afterlife. We could not 
know if we were 'saved' in favourable standing with God or 
if we were 'damned', so we begged God not to send us to 
hell if we died. Quiring (2004) contends "Old Colonists 
believe it is wrong and even sinful to claim that they know 
they are spiritually saved and that they will spend 
eternity in God's kingdom" (p. 94). We, Old Colony 
Mennonites,.lived in continuous spiritual peril and it was 
precisely this uncertainty that was meant to keep us ,
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vigilant; to lead a moral life based on the teachings of 
the Gemeinde - to be obedient.
I was also taught to value hard work, and as a 
youngster, this started in the home. I had to help with 
domestic chores. As I got older, I disliked having to 
polish my brothers' shoes and help clean their rooms; they 
were very capable of doing those themselves. I could not 
understand why only females were relegated to household 
chores. Women and girls worked on the farms and in the 
fields along with the males, but the males did not 
participate in domestic chores. I resented doing- domestic 
work - i t  seemed such a waste of time. My mother found it 
difficult to accept that I did not wholeheartedly embrace 
these responsibilities - it was tradition. In order to gain 
my mother's approval to complete secondary school, I had to 
become adept at domestic skills such as cooking, baking, 
preserve making, sewing, and general housework. Initially,
I did it so that I could go to school. After my spiritual 
encounter I chose to please her because it was important' 
for me to have her blessing.
Family or social rituals help to inform identity or 
culture. Family was very important to my mother, as was 
hospitality . Family and; community are central to Mennonite 
culture - especially for Mennonites from Mexico. This,
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along with church was one of the few means available for 
socialization. My mother was a generous person, and one way 
she demonstrated this was by preparing and1sharing, food, 
even if access to food was at times limited. It was. 
important for my mother to have the entire family together, 
especially at Christmas. A hall was rented in order to 
accommodate the growing family after we married and started 
our own families. Each sibling contributed to the Christmas 
dinner held every year on Boxing Day, a tradition that we 
still continue. One food item, that must be present is the 
old-fashioned chicken noodle soup my mother used- to make.
It contains a unique blend of spices, ginger, cloves, star 
anise, cinnamon, black pepper kernels, bay leaves, and 
fresh parsley. The noodles used to be homemade too,; but 
over the years, no one has had time for such tedious work, 
and these can be bought in Mennonite communities.; After my 
mother passed away, my oldest sister carried on the 
tradition to prepare the soup for the Christmas gathering. 
My oldest sister has since moved to Alberta, and so I have 
made the soup for the last two seasons. This year in 
particular, I. prepared many ethnic'Mennonite dishes, in 
part to bring back memories of community and fellowship 
through ethnic foods; in part to serve as a source of
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reflection, and in part to share these memories with my 
current family.
I made my mother's cinnamon buns, actually knots - 
without the raisins; I had not baked these in years. A 
flood of memories came back as I rolled out the dough, 
brushed it with egg (mom used sour cream), cut it into 
strips, added cinnamon and brown sugar, and tied the strips 
into knots. As a youngster, I used to press the raisins 
into the dough. When the aroma of baking cinnamon buns 
filled the kitchen I was momentarily transported back to 
Saturday mornings in the kitchen with my mother;— I missed 
her dreadfully, the emotional dam broke, and the tears just 
kept coming. In that moment I realized that I too had built 
memories with my daughters through celebratory food.
Other dishes I made included: cottage cheese wareneki 
(perogies) with scAmauntfat a sauce made with sour cream 
and butter; borscht a cabbage and vegetable soup using a 
Russian Mennonite recipe that calls for tomato soup and 
fresh dill which are not used in the borscht we made in 
Mexico; piumi moos, a dessert soup made with dried fruit 
such as apples, pears, peaches, raisins, and prunes; 
zwieback two bake buns, consisting of two buns, a smaller 
bun pressed on top of a larger bun (also a Russian/Canadian 
Mennonite convention; in Mexico they were single buns but
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retained the name two bake); kringle (made by rolling a, 
coil of bread dough that is twisted and then shaped into a 
braid or a wreath); and meat per’ieschkje (pronounced per- 
ish-key) baked bread pockets filled with cooked roast beef, 
ground and seasoned with aniseed, chopped hard boiled eggs, 
and dry mustard (another Russian Mennonite recipe). I also 
created vegetarian pockets by substituting meat with soy.
My mother used to make strawberry and peach per'ieschkje. 
We, my siblings and I, have not been able to duplicate my 
mother's molasses cookies - she made them so frequently 
over the years that she did not use a recipe - only the 
memory remains. Interestingly, all of my siblings including 
my brothers enjoy cooking.
One of the mentors in my life was my Murakje (a 
diminutive form of the word mutta mother denoting 
fondness). My mom was encumbered with the domestic 
responsibilities of running the household and caring for , 
us. She sewed and washed our clothes, baked bread, milked 
cows, raised chickens, planted gardens, and worked in the 
fields; to provide:as best as she could for her family. She 
was also the spiritual overseer and home educator. She 
ensured we said our prayers and learned how to read and 
recite,scripture according to tradition. My mother promoted 
learning that socialized us into Old Colony Mennonite
culture - but non-Mennonite education was to be avoided. My 
mother; also loved reading and going to church;,my father 
had no interest in church. Mom was the stabilizing force in 
our family, the one who set routines and demonstrated care 
in a chaotic and ever-changing environment. I cannot 
imagine what our lives would have been like without her.
Even though our home life was difficult, my mother took 
pleasure in artful expressions. Art as a discipline and 
fine art in the Western sense were forbidden, but the 
pleasure of personal drawing and colouring, it seems, was 
not. She had a flair for adding colour as she saw it, 
similar to the Impressionists and Fauves, though she had no 
knowledge of these art movements. Her horses comprised of 
tinges of blues, reds, yellows, and greens; her flowers 
were careful studies and experimentations of colour 
blending. The simple clothing contours on the figures in 
the colouring books were given patterns and unique designs. 
It was she who ensured that my older siblings had art media 
in Mexico to take to school on Fridays for creative 
expressions, and that we had art media such as crayons, 
watercolours, colouring books, and paper at home to enjoy.
Of the few pastimes available to us, drawing and colouring 
were my favourites. I saw my mother's artistic expressions 
in embroidered pillowcases, the concise pleats she sewed in
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our dresses, and the careful knots she tied in the silk 
stands that graced the scarves we wore (see Figure 2).
Figure 2
Hand Printed Cashmere Scarf (made in Japan)
Strands with knots added by my mother and or older sisters
Her flower and vegetable gardens flourished. In 
Mexico she had a favourite wicker basket in which she 
stored her garden seeds14, and like the teacher who is
14 Information provided by oldest sister.
excited about new students each fall, she,was excited about 
bringing out her basket and planting her garden each 
spring, cultivating it, watching it grow, and reaping the 
harvest to nourish her family. She also loved animals; we 
had pets growing up, dogs, cats, a calf, and a bird. She 
helped to rehabilitate injured animals; I remember an 
injured crow being nursed to health and released. My 
daughters share their grandmother's love for animals. 
Kin-Gram
The next item of data I explored is my kin-gram. A 
kin-gram is an abbreviated version of an anthropological 
kinship diagram. My kin-gram (see Figure 3) charts my 
family relationships. Greene (1995) states "I cannot truly 
say ... I have somehow spun a web solely from the stuff of 
my own being, when, in fact, I cannot exclude the contexts 
of my gender, sibling and maternal relationships" (p. 74).
I was the'second youngest family member, the tenth of 
eleven children. My oldest brother died during labour. Much 
had already transpired in my family before I was ever born. 
In order to provide a context for my entry I examined 
family dynamics and events by beginning with an earlier 
period. I then skipped years ahead to where I met some of’ 
my mother's biological siblings in Manitoba to explore how 





stated in chapter one that my mother was adopted and 
relocated from Manitoba to Mexico. When my mother's 
adoptive parents died, she inherited their homestead. My 
parents lived with my mother's adoptive parents. My mother 
was the oldest of three adopted siblings which included two 
brothers. Although the male was considered the head of the 
household, which was my father, my mother had the final say 
concerning her inherited property. She insisted on dividing 
it three ways amongst her siblings. She believed that that 
was equitable; they had all worked hard.
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After the eighth child was born in March-of 1958, my 
father convinced my mother, against her better wishes, to 
sell the property she had inherited in Mexico and start a 
new.beginning in British Honduras15 (currently known as . 
Belize). There they lived in a makeshift home. The land had 
not been cleared so there was no opportunity to plant a 
garden or acreage to grow crops. The drastic climate change 
from arid to heavy humidity, high temperatures, and poor 
nutrition left family members struggling for survival. One 
of my sisters did not survive; she passed away July 3, 1958 
not yet two years old. The frogs croaked hauntingly through 
the humid, sleepless night following her funeral forever 
serenading the reminder of our loss16.
My mother had sold her inheritance, moved to a foreign 
country with seven children (the youngest only a few months 
old), and suffered the agonizing loss of a daughter several 
months after arriving17. My family lived in British Honduras 
for nine months. In nine months the family spiralled from 
shortage to impoverishment. My paternal grandfather paid 
for our family's return to Mexico in 1959 and provided the 
house and a; small plot of land where my family lived and
15 Information obtained from older brother.
16 Information obtained from second oldest brother and oldest sister.
17 On occasion my mother told me how much she missed her daughter. My 
older siblings vividly remember her death and funeral. My second oldest 
brother is reminded of her loss every time he hears frogs croaking.
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where." I was born in 1961, and to which we returned for the 
last time in 1969, In 1970 we left Mexico permanently. ,
Our foda father loathed farming; he hated the long 
hours and hard work required to produce successful crops.
As a Mennonite, he had few other options except to work in 
a cheese factory, smithy, or manufacture furniture 
(Redekop, 1969) all of which he chose not to do. He hired 
local Mexican labourers for subsistence pay to farm the 
meagre acres of land so he would not have to. Our family 
waned in poverty while my father spent numerous afternoons 
napping. Periodically he spent'evenings at Mexican ranches^ 
away from the Mennonite community, drinking.18 It was not 
uncommon'for married Mennonite men to engage in intimate 
relations with Mexican women. My father's behaviour was not 
called into question by the Gemeinde19, nor could my mother 
ask him to leave. x
18Excessive drinking is common among Old Colony Mennonites. Redekop 
(1969) reports that "elders and ministers are unable to do too much 
about the drinking and smoking habits of many members.... They drink 
worse than the English" (p. 131). Many Old Colony Mennonites refer to 
people who are not Mennonite as English; my parents did. Redekop is 
directly quoting a comment made by an Old Colony Mennonite in his case 
study. It is interesting to note that many Old Colony Mennonites 
reference non-Mennonites or mainstream culture as English, especially 
while living in Mexico.
19 Male marital infidelity with Mexican women is not that uncommon. 
Mennonite men cannot marry non-Mennonites, but on occasion they do 
engage in sexual relations outside of marriage with non-Mennonites. In 
Redekop's case study he noted that the offspring from one these 
relationships were not provided for by the Mennonite father. On 
occasion these children could be seen with their mother begging for 
food by the side of the road in the villages, "It often happens, and1 
nothing.is said or done about it" (Redekop, 1969, p. 178).
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Prior to 1969, my older two brothers spent much of 
their time working and living in Mexican ranches to earn 
enough money to help buy food. My older sisters worked in 
domestic positions for other Old Colony Mennonite families 
to help make ends meet. All earnings had to be given to my 
father who was the head of the household. The permanent 
move to Ontario in 1970 was in-part economically motivated 
by my father after he had exhausted hopes of financial 
survival in Mexico. By this time he had lost two major 
income-producers: my'oldest two brothers. They refused,to 
give him their earnings. As young adults (around-age 18 and 
19) my brothers were too old to be subjected to corporal 
punishment; consequently, they were told to leave home.
That is why they stayed in Ontario while we went to Mexico 
in 196920.
In this next paragraph I fast forward to our stay in 
Manitoba from 1974 to 1975, with a visit to my mother's 
biological family. I was pleasantly surprised when I met 
one of my mother's biological sister and a brother who 
lived in Manitoba. They had not migrated to Mexico in the 
1920s. They dressed like mainstream Canadians. My aunt 
never married nor did she have any children. She worked as 
a cook for a seniors' home, was independent, full of
20 My own recollection; it was also confirmed by my oldest two brothers.
104
energy, and fun to be around. She lived in a neat third 
floor apartment in a well-maintained Victorian home. She 
took my sister and me to a large department store in 
Winnipeg and bought us books containing push-out dolls and 
cut-out clothing with tabs. Now I could finally indulge in 
fashion and change outfits. I fantasized about beautiful 
clothes, fabulous colours, and endless possibilities.
My mother's brother was kind and soft-spoken. At 
first, my aunt (his second wife, his first wife had passed 
away) was very strict about house rules and being tidy, but 
then she softened. She chatted with us and taught us to 
play card games - this was definitely a sin in my culture.
I was struck by their kindness and their 'worldly' or 
culturally assimilated identity, and the fact that they 
lived in a comfortable middle-class home. I also met 
cousins I had not known existed. They attended secondary 
school; we were forbidden. The girls wore miniskirts; we 
could not. They had games and a badminton table in their 
recreation room; we had neither games nor a recreation 
room. They prayed at mealtime and attended church; we 
rarely attended church. We were forbidden to attend any 
church except Old Colony, a church we did not care to 
attend (except for my mother). My cousins lived in a 
modest, middle-class home and were rooted; we usually lived
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in less-than-desirable housing and were always moving. I 
could not understand how our lives.could b e ;so different. 
These people were our family.
\
We had moved to Manitoba to work on the,beet .fields. 
The house we lived in did not have an indoor toilet. We did 
not have a room that could be used as a living room to 
invite friends; my parents used it as their bedroom. The 
one bedroom that existed was divided by hanging sheets to 
create a separate space for my three brothers and a space 
for my sister and me. This:is where I completed grade 6 and 
started grade 7. A report comment refers to the-pleasure I 
took in drawing.
The kin-gram indicates changes in family size and 
structure in my generation and the generation after me. My 
mother had eleven children. Even if birth control had been 
available, it was forbidden by the church (Redekop, 1969). 
The number of children in each of my siblings' family has 
greatly declined. Only one sibling has five children, two 
siblings have four children, one sibling has three 
children, three siblings have two children (including 
myself), one sibling has only one child, and one sibling 
has no children. As well, the kin-gram shows that some 
marriages have dissolved - an indication of changed 
attitudes towards' relationships. Marriages are no longer
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bound "till death do us part". In the next generation tier
of the kin-gram we see non-traditional relationships amongV
Mennonites such as living together, divorce, and 
remarriage. My siblings do not practice Old Colony 
Mennonite religious beliefs; they do not wear the • 
traditional clothing, and do not refrain from using 
technological innovations. Chang (2008) notes, "Individuals 
can discard a membership of a cultural group with or 
without 'shedding' their cultural traits" (p. 22). We have 
discarded our membership as Old Colony Mennonites, but we 
have not shed cultural traits such as Mennonite "^ethnic food 
and Plautdietsch, the low-German language. My youngest' 
brother and I are the only siblings who attended secondary 
school. I am the only member who attained post-secondary 
education. The generation after mine, our children, are 
encouraged to go to school. Only one sister currently home 
schools her children; one other sister and one sister-in- 
law also home schooled their children.
Redekop (1969) explores possible factors that 
discourage or encourage structural assimilation, that is to 
say the "the entrance of diverse groups into primary 
relationships" (p. 242) . He notes, "The Old Colony 
evidences a relatively large number of common beliefs and 
practices... these contribute to high rates of interaction,
which in turn will contribute to a resistance to structural 
assimilation" (p. 242). Our family experienced numerous 
disruptions. It was difficult to retain high rates of 
interaction with other Old Colony Mennonites. There is 
evidence of some structural change in my generation. Six 
siblings married spouses that shared Old Colony origins.
Two siblings married Canadian Mennonites. I married a first 
generation, structurally assimilated Canadian Mennonite 
whose mother had Irish origins. A number of members of the 
next generation are structurally assimilated. Several 
nephews' spouses have Italian origins. Other nieces and 
inephews have also married non-Mennonites. My daughter's 
former room-mate from undergraduate studies is biracial, 
Black/Latino, and a practising Catholic. We have adopted 
each other; she calls me her White mother. Slowly, new 
groups are making inroads into the fabric of our family's 
culture, and we, in turn, are branching out.
Culture-Gram
i Lastly, I examine my one of my primary identities,
'that of artist, in my culture-gram (see Figure 4). My 
culture-gram resembles a concept map and identifies who I 
currently believe I am. My development as artist began;in 
early childhood while drawing and colouring at the kitchen 







art contest (possibly in grade 1) that encouraged me to 
continue developing my art skills. My mother modeled and 
enjoyed experimenting with colour mixing and pattern design 
in colouring books. Grade 8 visual arts marked a turning 
point for me, confirming that I had artistic potential and 
that I was capable of developing art skills (see Figure 5). 
Hurwitz (1983) maintains that "children who are gifted in 
art usually begin young" (p.18). I do not consider myself 
gifted although I dabbled in art from as early as I can
remember. Hurwitz further states that "the source of the
\ '
artistic impulse is not as important as the fact* that
somehow it does surface, often before school age" (p. 13).
\
My work was mimetic; I usually reproduced other artists' 
work to develop my own skills. In grade 8 all of my effort 
was concentrated on drawing, colouring, and painting. I 
neglected to study for an art history test and failed; I 
just wanted to make art.
In grade 10 I began developing a drawing portfolio 
with intermittent watercolour experimentation to develop my 
drawing skills. According to Pariser (1997) the development 
of spatial conventions, beginning with two-dimensional 
silhouettes to three-dimensional representation, is a 
sequential process requiring practise with mediums, and 
making mistakes; even those with artistic propensities are
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not exempt (p. 40). I have not kept all of my work, but I 
wanted to develop a record of my progress in case I might 
Figure 5
Untitled Still Life, 1976. Acrylic on canvas.
Original work lost, only photo record remains.
I l l
have opportunity to apply to an arts-based program. < 
Retallack-Lambert (2001) has studied contemporary 
adolescent art and compared it with adolescent art created 
50 years ago. My grade 10 art collection does not.differ 
much from Retallack-Lambert's observations of adolescent 
art production. I, too, demonstrated an interest in "the 
importance of [developing] realism" (p. 182). The content 
in my collection shared some similarities with the content 
of art created by adolescents in secondary school in 
Retallack-Lambert's study. My work focused on three of the 
six categories, namely still-life, portrait, and'~landscape. 
Retallack-Lambert's six categories consisted of "still 
life, portrait, live model, landscape, scenes from daily 
life, [and] illustration" (p. 186). My main focus was 
portraiture for both drawing and painting development (see 
Appendix D). .. , v
Aspects of my life experiences enable me to identify 
with the life experiences of Priscilla (a pseudonym), a 
teacher participant in self-study research (Szabad-Smyth, 
2005) . Her life story was "about displacement,1 
victimization and isolation, and her struggle to rise above 
the negative effects of these experiences" (p. 75). This 
caused her to be drawn towards art that tells a story. Like 
Priscilla, I too amidrawn towards art that tells a story. I
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frequently make art that tells a story. Most of my work 
consists of realistic representations drawn from multiple 
sources such as electronic media, photography, and 
photocopied/altered images, along with traditional fine art 
techniques such as grid transfers which are easily combined 
in postmodern art production. During undergraduate and 
graduate studies I created a number of artworks that told a 
story. I briefly visited four to examine one of my current 
primary identities as artist.
Figure 6 Renewal, 2005 was the first work that 
received entrance into a juried exhibition. It it a roving 
eye perspective - a work that does not allow the viewer to 
focus on any particular area; the eye scans the work 
continuously. This is a multi-media work consisting of 
acrylic, oil, and spray paint. The spray paint was applied 
using a stencil that ended up bleeding into the figures. 
This had to be reworked under tight deadlines. The figures 
in this image were reproduced and repeated from an image in 
National Geographic depicting Indian women bathing in the 
Ganges River, India - a religious ritual known as Kumbha 
Mela, the world's largest religious gathering that takes 
place every 12 years (Agarwal, 2010). I used the image of a 
religious ceremony to reference my own spiritual experience 
and baptism; it tells a spiritual story.
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F ig u r e  6
Ann Langeman, Renewal, 2005. Acrylic, oil, and spray paint
on plywood, 60 cm x 60 cm. Collection of the artist.
Diversity (see Figure 7) is an artwork I produced in a 
second-year drawing class during my undergraduate education 
and was entered into a juried student exhibition. The
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Figure 7
Ann Langeman, Diversity, 2006. Graphite on paper,
75 cm x 57 cm. Collection of the artist.
purpose of this assignment was to create a social 
commentary by depicting an interior space with openings in 
which to represent other scenes, thus juxtaposing multiple 
views and creating a commentary. Though it is not at first 
obvious, the scenery in the windows references Watoto, a 
children's choir from Uganda who are AIDs orphans
(http://www.watoto.com/home). The main scenery is an 
interior of a middle-class, Western home complete with 
comfortable furniture, aesthetic lighting, and centrepieces 
of fruit and flowers. The upper glass doors of the cabinet 
do not display elaborate china or cultural artifacts, but 
rather the face of an impoverished child looking in from a 
world steeped in poverty. Clark (1998) posits that social 
activism is part of the postmodernist pedagogy; postmodern 
art needs to provide a forum of equal opportunity and 
cultural diversity (p. 11). This work invites such 
discourse.
Three Sisters (see Figure 8), a work I completed 
during graduate studies, tells a story about minority 
cultures in a multicultural society and my position as an 
invisible minority. Several aspects of minority identity 
were discussed earlier in reference to my Self-Portrait. In 
my kin-gram I discussed aspects of structural assimilation, 
of inviting non-Mennonites into the Mennonite circle 
through marriage. Although I appear as the dominant 
European culture in this image (White female), I identify 
with the struggles of visible minorities in the sense that 
I too know what feels like to be different from mainstream 
culture. My difference was marked by my dress, hair, and 





Ann Langeman, Three Sisters, 2009. Graphite on paper,
55 cm x 38 cm. Collection of the artist.
experienced incidents of discrimination similar to Iannacci 
(2005) who was centred out and met with derogatory remarks 
that were layered with hostility. I also identified with 
Garica (2002) who experienced what Clark (1996) terms 
pedagogic erasure: "...being viewed as part of a cultural 
[Hispanic] framework [she] had not claimed" (Garcia, 2002, 
p. 23). Although Garcia was biracial (Mexican and Polish) 
she identified with mainstream dominant culture. In the 
image of the Three Sisters I make a visual attempt at
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multiculturalism. On the left is a young Native woman who 
gazes to her right, and on the right is a young Black woman 
who gazes to her left. Neither look at each other directly; 
both subject themselves to an unchallenged scrutiny by the 
viewer. The face of the Native woman casts a shadow on my 
face in the centre, and the Black woman's face becomes 
transparent where it overlaps mine. In this way all three 
faces are connected through their common experiences but 
each retains her own identity.
The last image The Huntress and the Hunted, Figure 9, 
tells a different story, a story of survival. The huntress' 
face is in sharp focus; her body blurs into the background 
as she stealthily approaches her unseen prey, adding both 
notions of stillness and impending battle. She may one day 
become the hunted; skin frames her image. The story opens 
the discourse on survival and sustainability. The purpose 
of this work was recreational; it helped raise funds for 
Global Vets 2011, a project that supports veterinary 
students seeking clinical experiences in developing 
countries. My oldest daughter is one of the veterinary 
student candidates. It also helped me to continue exploring 
new drawing skills, particularly how to represent sharp and 
blurred foci.
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Ann Langeman, The Huntress and the Hunted, 2010. Graphite 
on paper, 40.6 x 50.8 cm. 2011 Global Vets silent auction.
Figure 9
In the data from my culture-gram I listed five primary 
identities; artist, teacher, multicultural, Christian and 
cultural-Mennonite. It was not possible to visit all of 
these in this thesis. I chose to discuss my primary 
identity as artist. Art undergirded my determination to 
pursue post-secondary education, art was central in my 
decision to becoming a teacher, and I used art as data in
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this thesis to explore the relevance of art and education 
in my life. I am new to teaching but I am not new to art 
and learning. Clark and Erickson (2004) state there two 
main bodies of literature on teacher learning, one on 
beginning teachers in preservice education programs and one 
on experienced teachers. My current position aligns more 
with that of being quite new to the teaching profession. I 
completed a preservice education program and, therefore, am 
no longer a preservice teacher, but I am also not an 
experienced teacher. In chapter five I further discuss the 
data in my research through an arts-based methods a self- 
portrait in the form of a collage. The collage is a visual 
commentary that tells a cultural story about where I came 




In this chapter I begin by interpreting and discussing 
the findings of my study through a self portrait I created 
specifically for this purpose. I then discuss the study's 
significance, its limitations, and possibilities for future 
research.
Art as Research
Weber and Mitchell (2004) explore and advocate visual 
culture and arts-informed research methods. They contend 
that these methods "hold up another mirror to facilitate 
self-reflection, and force critical consideration of the 
social and cultural dimensions of personal experience" (p. 
980). Furthermore, "artistic self-expression taps into and 
reveals aspects of the self and puts us in closer touch 
with how we really feel and look and act, leading, 
potentially, to a deepening of the self-study" (p. 984). I 
tapped into and revealed aspects of my self through a major 
work of art, a self-portrait in the form of a collage as 
visual representation of self to discuss my 
autoethnographic research findings (see Figure 10). My 
self-portrait serves as both visual data and commentary. 
Self-portraits, drawings, collages, pictures, and art
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F ig u r e  10
Ann Langeman, Self-Portrait, 2010. Graphite on paper,
56 x 74 cm. Collection of the artist.
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experiences are valuable tools for self research (Biddulph, 
2005; Derry, 2005; Hamilton, 2005; Mitchell and Weber,
1999; Szabad-Smith, 2005). I discuss the meaning of the 
data by examining the separate parts of the artwork: the 
frame; mini-portraits of my mother, father, and daughters; 
still-life objects; a farmer ploughing; girls in the horse- 
drawn carriage; quilted fragments in the background; 
fringes; and lastly, myself.
The frame.
I completed the frame around my self-portrait last, so 
I begin with the end, the frame that sets the context for 
the image. I compare aspects of my work to that of Biddulph 
(2005) who created a mural for the purpose of studying and 
understanding his gay identity. I created a self-portrait 
to study and understand my Mennonite origins. Although we 
are dissimilar in cultural origins and sexual orientation, 
we share similar experiences of marginalization. Both 
Biddulph and I use visual representation as research and 
both chose a particular frame to contain our artwork. 
Biddulph's consists of a fretwork composed of repeated 
images of bare tree branches in winter against a light sky, 
symbolizing for him a sense of containment framing the 
whole. .
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representation21. For him "it represents some kind of human 
system, where relationships and behaviours, values and 
attitudes are simultaneously separate and yet connected"
(p. 56). I chose to frame my portrait with a solid, non- . 
permeable frame consisting of a repeated flower pattern.
The pattern is replicated from my wooden pencil case that I 
used when I attended school in Mexico - it represents a 
human system of education.22 The flowers are situated on a 
solid, dark closed frame; there is no permeability. It 
symbolizes a closed and secessionist system. The playful 
flowers echo the occasional emergence of artistic activity 
as experienced by a number of my siblings in school in 
Mexico. They also symbolize my mother's aesthetic 
appreciation, and my enjoyment of art.
Biddulph's mural proclaims his identity as a gay 
educator; my portrait discloses my cultural origins as that 
of a Mennonite from Mexico, and also an educator. Both 
identities reference being positioned as a minority 
identity; Biddulph as gay in a predominantly heterosexual 
professional world, and mine as an assimilated, mainstream 
Canadian educator with ethnic minority origins. Both have 
been subjected to verbal abuse, Biddulph at his place of 
work as a teacher, and I at a place of learning as a pupil.
21 Biddulph' S;mural can be found in Biddulph (2005) , p . 53.;
22 See Figure 1 in chapter three.
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Biddulph was met with hostile jeers from crowded hallways 
as a "fucking queer" (p. 55). I was considered a 'stupid 
Mexican Mennonite', a 'loser' steeped in backwardness.:The 
animosity and degradation were similar to the verbal abuse 
experienced by Biddulph. I was ostracized at school as a : 
youngster because of my dress and hair. My lack of athletic 
skill in physical education was grounds for further 
derogatory comments, especially from the boys. The public 
stares were painful. As soon as I could I assimilated my 
appearance to mainstream culture. I had no loyalties to Old 
Golony orthodoxy in dressi I refused to continue"to be 
stigmatized and a victim of teasing.
I was elated when I won the battle to attend secondary 
school in grade 9. It was a private 'liberal' academic 
Mennonite school. This was the first time my father 
invested in one of his children. This thought had never 
crossed my mind until I reflected on this data. He paid for 
tuition, books, uniforms, and the cost of car pooling. 
Senior students from well-to-do, Canadian Mennonite farming 
families took turns driving me to school. Every day I told 
myself that it did not matter where I lived, it did not 
matter what others thought of me. We lived in a refurbished 
tobacco kiln■situated at the back of a greenhouse farm 
accessed by a bumpy, dirt driveway. There was no grass, not
c
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a patch to grow flowers, no trees, only barren hard land, 
and greenhouses. I was just happy to go to school. I could 
not change,the past; I could only change my present and my. 
future, and school was part of that. We moved three times 
in grade 9. Each time I insisted on going to school. I was; 
not backing down, I was not giving up.
Portrait of my Mother.
The placement of my mother's portrait on my forehead 
is a convention influenced by the work of Frida Kahlo.23 I 
stated earlier in this chapter that my mother was one of my 
mentors, and as such she is centrally placed on "my forehead 
denoting her importance and positive imprint in my life. 
Although she resisted non-Old Colony Mennonite education 
and assimilation, she was the most important and 
influential person in my life. She hugged us, my siblings 
and me, often and told us how much she loved us, how 
important we were to her. Her agency in providing stability 
for our family and her aesthetic appreciation did not go 
unnoticed. There are few photos of my mother. My mother and 
I are the same age in this portrait symbolizing that I have 
become much like her. She is not wearing a head covering:, 
because this was her passport photo. Her gaze is slightly
23 Here I refer to Frida Kahlo's S e l f - p o r t r a i t , D iego y  yo (Diego and 
I), 1949. This image can be viewed on-line. See Moffat, C. (2007).
Frida Kahlo. The a r t  h is t o r y  a r c h iv e Retrieved January 20, 2011, from 
http://www.arthistoryarchive.com/arthistory/surrealism/Frida-Kahlo.html
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averted to the right; she does not look directly at the 
viewer, availing her to unchallenged scrutiny. She'has been 
uprooted from her home and life in Mexico against her will. 
Living in Canada permanently was a life adjustment she had 
hoped-she would never have to make. She must begin again in 
a new country with a different culture and language. I too 
am beginning again as a graduate student in education. She 
is committing a religious transgression by not remaining 
separate from the world. I committed a religious 
transgression by embracing education.
. Portrait of my Father.
The topic of my father has been a recurring theme in 
my research, but visually he is relegated to an obscure 
location as a small figure emerging from the background. 
This denotes his diminished power and position. He appears 
within the hair that cascades by my shoulder. He represents 
male privilege and abuses of power that could not be 
challenged in existing Old Colony culture. Theoretically 
his actions were not sanctioned, but in practice his 
behaviour was left unchecked. To the best of my knowledge 
my mother did not seek counsel from the Old Colony church. 
She approached her parents years ago concerning the 
severity of the spankings in her home and was advised to 
leave matters alone. If her parents, who were her first
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line of counsel, did not support her she did not take the 
matter further. To do so would violate her divinely ordered 
position within the patriarchy to be the submissive wife. 
She was not socialized to seek help outside Old Colony 
culture; this was not a matter to be disclosed to the world 
(systems and institutions outside the Old Colony). My 
mother was transparent about her religious convictions and 
her anti-assimilationist stance, but my father on the other 
hand was not. He was not anti-assimilationist and anti­
education for the same reasons as my mother. :I believe: that 
my father's anti-assimilation stance had more to’~do with 
loss of power over the family than with religious 
convictions. As well, education meant loss of family 
revenue; the children would spend more time in school 
learning and less time on the farm working, which meant 
less money at his disposal. He embraced only Old Colony 
cultural beliefs that enforced his position as head of the 
household. He had no interest in attending the Old Colony 
church in either Mexico or . Canada. For years he openly 
discouraged evangelical Christianity:stating that 
evangelicals were sheep dressed in wolves' clothing24. He. 
struggled with the reactionary-conservative leadership of
24 I remember him cautioning us to be careful to whom and what we 
listened to, to be on guard about-being misled; the wolf in sheep's 
clothing seemed a favourite.
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the Old Colony (Sawatzky, 1971), but willingly accepted the 
power that it vested in him. He was not so different from 
many men of his generation. Castro (2004) notes "the work 
ethic and lifestyle austerity, two pillars of the Mennonite 
community, are ... unbearable for some of their members who 
consider themselves suffocating in this rural and isolated 
atmosphere" (p. 36-37). This could well have been another 
motivating factor to leave Mexico. Paradoxically, my father 
was responsible for our family's emancipation from Old 
Colony strictures by moving us from Mexico to Canada where 
we were exposed to other world views. — ,
After my mother passed away there was no camaraderie 
on which to build or continue a relationship with my 
father. He had broken too many relationships with his 
children in Ontario and, therefore, relocated to Alberta.
In the later years of my father's life, he too accepted 
evangelical Christianity and was concerned about seeking 
forgiveness from his children. I saw him a year before he 
died, frail and small sitting in a-wheelchair. He was dying 
of lung cancer, a brain tumour, and congestive heart 
failure. My youngest brother and his wife, both prosperous 
business owners were caring for him. They did for him what 
I could not. They built a relationship with him that 
modeled kindness, generosity, and acceptance. They loved
<_
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him; not too many family members had much room left in 
their hearts for him. My youngest brother and his-wife flew 
him from Alberta to Ontario, rented a banquet hall, and 
arranged for caterers.
This was a family celebration, a conciliatory affair 
for my father, the prodigal father, who was brought home25. 
During the course of the evening I sat down next to him, 
gave him a hug and held him .a while. Tears slipped quietly 
down,the deep wrinkles on the sides.of his face, a frail 
old man. "I am so sorry" he said in a half whisper and then 
"I am so proud of all of my children". He. turned-and looked 
at. me and said, "I;.am so proud of you". I found it 
difficult to accept his words as genuine; all my life I had 
starved for his affirmation. Maybe the words were,as 
difficult for him to say as they were for me to accept, and 
yet I was relieved he had spoken them. I did not say I 
forgive you; he had not asked. I did not need to say it; I 
had-already done so. I realize now that I began forgiveness 
years ago by distancing myself from him and by creating a 
different present and future for myself. I began 
forgiveness by understanding that.the past could not have
25 Here I am referring to a story in the New Testament, Luke 15: 11-32 
about a younger son, who asks for his inheritance from his father, 
squanders it and then returns home to seek forgiveness and acceptance.
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been any different. I knew the past could not be erased, 
but I could learn from it. He passed away in 2010.. -
Portraits of my Daughters.
The two portraits on each of my cheeks are my two 
daughters; they are the joy of my life, they represent the 
future and new possibilities. My oldest loves animals - 
always has; she is studying veterinary medicine. My 
youngest daughter has a,beautiful voice and loves to sing. 
She too loves animals. Both were involved in dance and 
swimming while growing up. I chose to be a stay-at-home 
parent when I was expecting my youngest daughter~and set up 
a home daycare. I had worked full-time during the first 
three years of my older daughter's life. I hated taking her 
to a babysitter and missing her early development. After my 
younger daughter.was born I could not have worked outside 
of the home even if I had wanted to because of her repeated 
illness and hospitalization. I loved being a stay-at-home 
mom;, my daughters were/are two of the most important people 
in my life. I had become my mother. Years earlier, I 
entertained no such thoughts. I did not produce art when 
the girls were growing up, but I made art a part of their 
worlds through crafts, play time, singing, and dancing.;
Still-life. •.
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The cluster of still-life objects situated by my 
right temple (the viewer's left) represents the arts. They 
are deliberately positioned to reference right-brain 
activity relating to creativity (Pitman, 1998). A clay 
paintbrush holder with brushes symbolizes visual art, a 
ballet slipper dance, a theatrical mask drama, and piano 
keys music. The scale of the still-life is larger than the 
other collaged images signifying the importance of the 
arts. The still-life composition appears to be elusive, 
floating; there is no register to ground it. The arts were 
forbidden in Old Colony culture and, therefore, elusive; 
they represented a medium to the world and its ways. On the 
other hand, art played a role in grounding my identity as 
artist and teacher.
Farmer Ploughing.
The image of the farmer ploughing the field (see 
Figure 11) represents hard pioneering work, the new furrow 
he digs symbolizes change; it goes against the grain. The 
furrow is stubbornly dug across a field deeply entrenched 
with existing grooves. The new furrow signifies change; it 
is transferable, not culture or situation specific. The 
deeply entrenched existing furrows too are transferable; 
they represent for example the status quo, long-standing 




image of the ploughing farmer it is interesting to note how 
the new furrow behind the farmer is swallowed up by the old 
entrenched furrow, making it appear as though change had 
not happened or as though the entrenched existing grooves 
are resisting change. Change is not easy; it is hard 
pioneering work that requires continuous and repeated 
effort.
For the purposes of this research the existing 
entrenched furrows represent Old Colony secessionist 
traditions enforced through dress, religion, and resisting 
technological innovation by limiting education and 
upholding social isolation from non-Old Colony culture. The
new furrow signifies my cultural transgressions: struggling 
to go to school, discarding traditional dress, spending an 
inordinate amount of time developing art skills, and 
eventually renouncing Old Colony religion by embracing 
evangelical Christianity. This too proved problematic; the 
evangelical church was Mennonite and upheld an oppressive 
patriarchal system. On a personal level, the new furrow 
represented critical thinking; a questioning of the status 
quo if you will. For example, after I was exposed to 
members of my mother's biological family, who were also 
Mennonite, I started to question the traditions "and abuses 
in my family and, therefore, the legitimacy of the Old 
Colony church teachings.
My cousins in Manitoba were permitted to attend school 
at any level and dress like mainstream culture. They were 
not withdrawn from school to work on farms, they did not 
live ‘in substandard housing, nor were they constantly 
uprooted. I wondered why we were. Ronai. (1996) too was 
exposed to family, an uncle, who left a positive imprint on 
her identity. He assured her that she came from a great 
'gene pool', everyone except her mother had a college 
degree, "even [her] grandmother had a degree at a time when 
women didn't get degrees" (p. 119). Ronai was born to a 
mother who was intellectually disabled, possibly a victim
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of sexual abuse, and a father who was a sexual psychopath. 
The grandmother reminded Ronai that she should never have 
been born; she should have been aborted. Throughout her 
childhood Ronai was rejected and abused. My sufferings were 
mitigated by a loving mother. For both of us, though in 
different ways, identity construction was problematic.
The new furrow also represents exposure to life in 
Canada. Once the children of migrant Old Colony families 
are exposed to life in Canada including education, new 
possibilities are conceived. Returning to life in the rural 
villages in Mexico loses its appeal, "they don'tr have a 
reason for doing so, except one, that one dictated by 
orthodoxy and tradition" (Castro, 2004, p. 34). For 
families like ours who were subjected to domestic abuse, 
the contradictions between Mennonite religious teachings of 
non-aggression and the abuses of alcoholism, spanking, and 
abandonment were glaring. For my family this may have 
accelerated the process of assimilation. Redekop (1969) 
notes "the greater the interaction of minority members with 
each other, the less will be the chances of structural 
assimilation with outsiders" (p. 242). Our interactions 
with other Old Colony Mennonites in Canada were fragmented 
by frequent moving, not attending church, and glaring '
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injustices. This reduced our cohesiveness in the Mennonite 
community.
For Tien, a research participant in Fast's (2004) 
study, contradictions between church teachings and the 
abuse she was subjected to by her husband gave rise to: 
critical thinking and agency. Not agency for assimilation, 
but agency for seeking protection for herself and her 
children. Tien had been advised by her minister at an Old 
Colony church in Ontario that the church should not 
confront her husband as this would only escalate the abuse. 
She was also advised against seeking outside support.since 
this was not the world's business. If Tien did get help 
outside the church it could mean that her husband would be. 
removed from the home. The patriarchal family, which the 
Old Colony believes is divinely instituted (discussed in 
chapter four under family structures), would be dismantled 
and, therefore, dishonour God's system. This was similar to 
what my mother experienced when she wanted to address the 
abuses in our home. My mother would also have to confront 
the belief that she was dismantling a divinely instituted 
system. If Tien endorsed the church's teaching that the 
patriarchal system with the husband as the uncontested head 
of the household was indeed divinely instituted then she 
would have to remain in her abusive situation. This
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contradicted how she had been raised and taught to be a 
good mother. Tien could no longer endure the physical and 
verbal abuse directed at her, and the sexual abuse directed 
at her daughters. Tien decided to honour the teachings of 
what it meant to be a good mother and got the authorities, 
involved. Her husband was removed from the home. For Tien 
this contradiction may have helped her to consider that 
family structures could be socially constructed, not 
necessarily divinely instituted.
.Girls Riding.in Horse-drawn Carriage
The girls riding in the horse-drawn carriage., 
characterized the traditional mode of transportation in the 
Old Colony Mennonite villages in Mexico when I lived there. 
The path they travel is a metaphor for their traditional 
gendered lives. To the left, the passageway is blocked by a 
cliff formed by the clothing around my neck, and to the far 
right it is restricted by the abstracted shape of my hair 
that acts as a barrier. Their path in life is clearly 
delineated. There are no forks in the road, -no options but 
to follow the traditions of marrying, having children, and 
maintaining.the household. They are on the path of the 
familiar. When I was in Mexico, I too was on this familiar 
path of gendered Old Colony tradition.
Quilted Fragments. .
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The fragments of fabric stitched together in the 
background represent the diversity of the Mennonites 
ranging in tradition from liberal to ultra-conservative as 
discussed in chapter one. Mennonites have attained a global 
presence - metaphorically an international quilt consisting 
of many pieces. Statistics from the 2009 Mennonite World 
Conference indicate that there are 1,616,126 baptized 
members of Mennonites, Brethren in Christ, and related 
followers worldwide (see Appendix C) including Africa, with 
the largest concentrations in the Congo and Ethiopia 
(www.mwc-cmm.org). The statistics do not include- those who 
attend or participate but remain non-members. The quilt 
also represents my identity as one person with many 
fragments.
On a micro level, the quilt represents resourcefulness 
and frugality. In my experience of Old Colony Mennonite 
culture, .quilt making was not particularly artistic; it had 
a purely utilitarian purpose employing the.notions of a 
waste-not/want-not philosophy. The quilts were not 
particularly aesthetic like those of other Mennonite 
cultures. They were literally pieces of left-over fragments 
stitched'together to make a covering. They did not follow a 
particular pattern, at times clashed, and were not 
necessarily thought-out deliberate artistic works, at least
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not in my recollection. The purpose was to use up leftover 
remnants, not design a work of art from a surplus of 
fabric. The process informed the end product, and depending 
on the taste of the person creating the quilt the result 
could be artistic or a random compilation of remnants. The 
patterns in the portrait also remind me of the patterns my 
mother drew on the clothing articles.in colouring books. 
While bright colours in clothes were forbidden, patterns on 
darker coloured fabrics were not. Perhaps the abstract 
patterning posed less of a threat because these did not 
resemble a 'graven' or realistic representation of an 
image.
Fringes.
The fringes at the bottom of the artwork reflect the 
scarves worn by Old Colony Mennonites. A head covering was 
mandatory for all females during worship in church; this 
tradition was based on I ,Corinthians.11:5 "every woman that 
prayts] or prophes[ies] with her head uncovered 
dishonour[s] her head" (King James Version) or her husband 
because the husband is the.head. Married women had to wear 
a head covering to denote their marital status, and as such 
their submission to their husbands; neither men nor,women 
wore wedding bands. Wedding bands are jewellery and 
therefore symbols of pride and ostentation. Single women
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did not necessarily need to wear a head covering at all 
times, only during church worship. Earlier, I mentioned 
that quilts in my Old Colony tradition were considered1 
objects of utilitarian value and little effort was made to 
enhance their aesthetic appearance. The head coverings, on 
the other hand, had a direct aesthetic value and were a 
covert form of artistic expression that remained under the 
radar of church scrutiny as ostentatious displays of pride. 
The layers of knots tied in the fringes mark skill and 
craftsmanship as well as a sense of status. Multiple layers 
of knots such as those my mother and sisters tie’d in our 
scarves represented an accomplished skill set denoting care 
and aesthetic appreciation. I depicted a single layers of 
knots in the fringes of my self portrait to visually 
represent a humble position. It mirrors my low economic and 
social positioning as Old Colony Mennonite from Mexico. My 
family was struggling for financial survival for reasons 
discussed earlier, most notably, my father^s mismanagement 
of family assets. Socially our family was positioned as , 
inferior to Russian and Canadian Mennonites because of our 
ultra-conservative orthodoxy, cultural isolation, and lack 
of academic and skills-based education (Cribb, 1994; 
Redekop, 1969; Sawatzky, 1971). I saw it fitting to render 
the fringes in keeping with how I was positioned in the :
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Mennonite culture. For me, the fringe also signifies 
'living on the edge', not quite fitting into either world, 
not the Old Colony nor mainstream Canadian culture while I 
was growing up. It is representative of my transition to 
identifying as a Canadian with Old Colony ethnic origins; 
the traits I retained are the low-German language and 
ethnic Mennonite dishes.
Self-portrait.
Lastly, I direct the viewer to my self-portrait, with 
my face looking back at the viewers. This is who I am 
today, as an artist and educator; it is a near "~ 
representation. When I was a youngster, Old Colony 
Mennonites from Mexico were viewed by mainstream culture as 
"a site of public spectacle" (Eisenhauer, 2007, p. 10) 
because of our distinctive dress and hair, similar to the 
objectifying look that people with disabilities are 
subjected to from able-bodied culture. We were critiqued on 
a deficiency-based discourse (Iannacci, 2005) similar to 
the tragedy-based discourse of disabled people (Eisenhauer, 
2007). We were the 'curiosity' element of the sideshow, 
subjected to "an unquestioned and privileged process of 
[being], just look[ed] at in which the act of looking [was] 
presumed to be neutral and normative" (p. 11). Elkins 
(1996) maintains that 'just looking' from a deficiency or
tragedy-based ¡lens is not neutral; the intent is to "turn a 
person into an object in order to let us stare at it 
without feeling ashamed" (p. 27). Like performance artist 
Carrie Sandahl, who discloses intimate details of her: 
medical history to her viewers in her performance work 
titled .The Reciprocal Gaze, I too expose the reader to 
intimate details of my cultural experiences. Both represent 
what Eisenhauer (2007) calls "an appropriation of sideshow 
pedagogy" (p. 12) which makes us spectacles, but we do not 
remain positioned as such. Like Sandahl, I.also challenge 
and disrupt the viewer's process of just looking-by: looking 
back and thereby symbolically reclaiming my personal 
agency. Looking back destabilizes the gaze of 'just 
looking' and calls into question the viewer's stare in the 
first place.
Another way in which I reclaimed my personal agency 
was through a change in semantics, similar to an approach 
utilized by performance artist Mary Duffy (cited in 
Eisenhauer, 2007). Duffy prefers to use the term disabled 
people instead of people with disabilities. The term 
disabled people serve to define disabled people as a more 
unified culture co-existing in an able-bodied societyl :. 
Duffy: believes the term people with disabilities is less 
unifying; by appending the word disabilities at the end it
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is. as though disabled people are pretending to be normal, 
able-bodied when in fact they are not.
Similar to Duffy's change in semantics, I refer.to 
myself as a Canadian who was born in Mexico or a Mennonite. 
from Mexico, not as a Mexican Mennonite. The term Mexican 
Mennonite has derogatory connotations; it refers to 
Mennonites from Mexico as backwards (Fast, 2004). When I 
was growing up the term was synonymous with an expletive. 
The Old Colony practice of remaining separate from the 
world has excluded them from positive cultural influences 
in a number of areas, for example: economics, education, 
and health initiatives (Quiring, 2004). Sawatzky (1971) 
defines remaining separate from the world as "cultural 
attrition" (p. 287). Cribb (1994) reports there are 
"profound social and religious differences between area 
[Canadian] Mennonite farmers and their Mennonite employees 
[from Mexico], which seem to nullify any;sense of religious 
kinship or even basic Christian charity" (p. E4). This has 
resulted in:.social stratification between the Canadian 
Mennonites who have an elevated sense of social status and 
their Mennonite counterparts from Mexico who are deemed as 
"less of a people". Views commonly expressed by Canadian 
Mennonite farmers concerning Mennonites from Mexico 
include: "there is no respect there for those who come from
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Mexico"; "you can choose your friends but you can't choose 
your relatives"; and "they have a whole different 
upbringing" (Cribb, 1994 p. E4).This has resulted in a 
strong sense of disassociation from Mennonites from Mexico.
Reinschmidt (2001) states, "North American 
Mennonites...tend to exclude Mexican Mennonites from the 
global unity of all Mennonites based on economic and ,
educational grounds" (p. 94). Redekop (1969) put it this 
way: "[The Old Colony] seemingly does things the hard way, 
the wrong way, the opposite way, the stupid way, and often 
irritates" (p. x). I do not embrace the term Mexican 
Mennonite for reasons stated, and instead choose to 
identify as a Canadian. Sider (2006) also found that 
Mennonites from Mexico do not want to be referred as 
Mexican Mennonites but rather as Mennonites from Mexico or 
as Low German-speaking Mennonites. The change in semantics 
represents a more inclusive, global model of Mennonite 
culture and removes the stigmatism associated with the term 
'Mexican Mennonite'. This then is a visual representation 
of my cultural story. My research focused on the 
transformational role art and education played in my life. 
In the following I explore the significance of art and 
education experiences in my life.
Art Experiences
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The influences of art and education cannot be 
understood in the absence of their particular cultural 
context rooted in Old Colony Mennonite from Mexico culture 
and religion. In the initial wording of my thesis question 
I stated that my culture of origin did not sanction art and 
education,: and from a Western perspective that is correct, 
it did not. Art as a school subject was forbidden; however, 
this does not mean there was an absence of all creative 
expression. Covert forms of artistic expression emerged 
both at school and at home: it was apparent on Friday 
afternoons when drawing and colouring were permitted as a 
reward for good behaviour in school; in the hand-tied knot- 
work of the strands on head coverings; in the home-sewn 
dresses with fine pleats; and in the beautifully 
embroidered pillow cases, to name a few. Creative art: 
skills such as colour experimentation and pattern designs 
were modeled by my mother in colouring books. Limited 
artistic expression was permitted if it was articulated in 
subtle utilitarian ways, but never as a subject or 
discipline in the Western sense.
As was discussed throughout the thesis, I took an 
early interest in art; it was covertly modeled for me by my
i
mother and was further fostered throughout my irregular and 
disjunctive education. I received a number of positive
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affirmations from my teachers in elementary school for my 
art. Clark and Zimmerman's (1988) study on artistically 
talented students found that half of the student: 
participants in the study had been motivated to remain 
active in the arts because of awards they had won. Teacher 
recognition of my creative ability continued into secondary 
school and later into undergraduate education.
As a youngster, positive art making experiences 
provided a frame of reference that I was a person of value. 
Being valued as a person for my creativity counterbalanced 
dysfunction at home and, ostracism and bullying at school 
(De Becker, 1999; Miller, 1986, 1990). I lived in a 
disruptive home characterized by poverty, frequent moving, 
being withdrawn from school, and recurrent abandonment by 
my father. It was difficult to build lasting friendships or 
even to be part of a close-knit Mennonite community; we 
were always migrating and lived with layers of shame. That 
said I cannot underestimate the profound affirmation of 
love expressed to me by my mother as was discussed in the 
data. Although I was positively affirmed by my mother, my 
mother'and I were worlds apart in our views. She embraced 
and upheld Old Colony teachings throughout my childhood; I 
questioned and challenged those beliefs by continuously 
insisting on going to school. Neither of my parents ever
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came to my school, spoke to my teachers, or took an 
interest in my learning. Being recognized as a person of 
worth through teachers' affirmation had a profound and 
positive impact on my life. It could well be a reason that 
I was drawn to a teaching profession though much later in 
life. Burton (2004) too found that many of her student 
teachers had been attracted to a teaching profession 
because of the positive impact of a teacher(s) in their 
lives.
De Becker (1999), a leading expert on violent behaviour 
grew u p :in a violent home with an abusive father-and a drug 
addicted mother. He states, "I have learned that the 
kindness of a teacher, a coach, a police officer, a 
neighbour, the parent of a friend, is never wasted" (p. 
239). Kindness extended by adults may serve to help a child 
or learner find a reference for self as a person of value: 
"This value might be shown through appreciation of a 
child's artistic talent, physical ability, humor, courage, 
patience, curiosity, scholarly skills, creativity, 
resourcefulness, responsibility, .energy, or any of the many 
attributes that children bring " (p. 239); all are asset- 
oriented not deficiency-based. Heydon and Iannacci (2008) 
advocate for an asset-oriented (what a learner knows and 
can do): curriculum instead of deficiency-based (what a
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learner does not know or cannot do) curriculum and seek to 
cultivate learners' existing knowledge instead of . 
promulgating deficiency-based learning.
A child who receives positive affirmation at
significant periods in life has a reference of personal
value that can make a profound difference (Miller, 1986,
1990). A child who received/receives positive affirmation
will no longer only bear references of deficiencies.
Deficiency references could be based on being different in
terms of ethnicity or language (Iannacci, 2005), notions.of
normality and abnormality (Heydon & Iannacci, 2008), a
person deserving of neglect or violence because it is the
norm in his/her home (De Becker, 1999), or a person
constantly expecting God's punishment for wrongdoing [such
as wearing non-Mennonite clothing for example or not
obeying parents] as was my experience growing up. v
. One of a number of positive references that helped me
consider self as a person of value was art. For Priscilla
(Szabad-Smyth, 2005), who we met in chapter four, it was a
love of literature and this was initiated by an inspiring
literature teacher. Weber and Mitchell (2004) posit
Art.is a heightened experience, one that simultaneously 
engages our senses, our emotions, and our intellect. The 
reason we need and create art has to do with its ability 
to make us feel alive and to discover what we didn't know 
we knew. (p. 984, see also Gee, 2004)
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. The literature on talented students' characteristics is 
varied and contradictory, as is a uniform consensus of 
student backgrounds. It is difficult if not impossible to 
devise a single set of criteria or characteristics to 
encompass all manifestations of artistic talent (Pariser & 
Zimmerman, 2004). For this reason, talented students who 
come from low socio-economic families or minority groups 
are underrepresented (Richert, 1987). Talented artistic 
learners stemming from orthodox Old Colony Mennonite 
backgrounds are not represented; it is a direct violation 
of what it,means to be separate from the world. “~
Education Experiences
As a secessionist culture, Old Colony Mennonites 
focused on remaining separate from the world (Castro, 2004; 
Friesen, 2004; Fast, 2004; Redekop, 1969; Sawatzky, 1971). 
This meant refraining from all knowledge and learning 
outside of the Old Colony, to remain separate and refrain 
from assimilation to their host country. My data, however, 
revealed that my mother was deeply concerned about 
socializing us into the Old Colony way of life through the 
Old Colony schooling system. She insisted that we learned 
to read German and that we memorized the catechism; This 
aligns with Hedges' (1996) findings, that Old Colony: , 
education is more concerned about socializing children into
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the Old Colony way of life than providing academic skills 
or knowledge. The Old Colony education system is 
instrumental in facilitating the inculcation of Old Colony 
culture. Education that represents and inculcates the Old 
Colony world view is deemed important, even central to 
cultural continuity. Learning outside of this perspective 
is a threat to the long held beliefs and traditions of the 
Old Colony.
Long held beliefs and traditions include maintaining a 
separatist stance from a worldly;way of life and a 
willingness to suffer for this stance, including" 
persecution and migration as was discussed in chapter two. 
Separatism is coupled with a fatalistic belief that 
"everyday suffering [is linked] to an Old Testament.rooted 
human-God relationship" (Reinschmidt, 2001, p. 395) in 
which God punishes deviants of the faith for known and 
unknown transgression. It is also believed that God 
punishes adherents of the faith in order to build an even 
stronger human-God relationship. The later was frequently 
expressed by my mother.26 In addition, patriarchal familial 
structures are believed to be divinely instituted and, 
therefore, cannot be challenged, even in the face of abuse 
(Fast, 2004) as was my personal experience growing up. The
See also Reinschmidt (2008) on human suffering.26
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tripartite tenets of separatism, fatalism, and divine
institutionalism served to preserve the Old Colony
Mennonite way of life, but it was not without negative
consequences as my family's life attests.
Reimer's (1983) publication illustrates some of the
negative aspects of Old Colony Mennonite philosophy.
Reimer's publication centred on Dr. Cornelius Wiebe, a
rural physician in Manitoba, and describes Dr. Wiebe's
encounters with conservative Mennonite patients. Mennonite
patients frequently disregarded Dr. Wiebe's medical advice
concerning contagious diseases by refusing to bebieve the
disease was contagious in the first place.
Their disbelief, however, was only a symptom of a 
larger circumstance that reflected the Mennonite 
philosophy of life. "Mennonites are always busy 
erecting barriers to exclude the world." Cornelius 
said. These barriers were "social, educational, 
hygienic, and religious." But in excluding the world 
to preserve their own way of life they also shut out 
knowledge that could make life better. They preferred 
instead to attribute all happenings to God and were 
steeped in negativism and fatalism, (p. 39)
Reinschmidt's (2001) study further maintains that Old
Colony Mennonites attribute health as God-given. Their
anthropological perception of vulnerability is based on
scripture not biomedicine. Dr. Wiebe's observations
indicate that barriers erected by these Mennonites are not
only health related; they also include barriers to
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socialization, education, and religion. Education has been 
one of.the main themes in this thesis.
' My fragmented education was complicated by layers of 
difficulties. These included cultural adjustment to a new 
country, learning a new language, migrating back and forth 
between Canada and Mexico, being viewed as deficient or 
flawed by mainstream society because of ethnic and cultural 
differences, positioned as a.family living in poverty, 
continuously struggling to go to school in Canada, and 
living with domestic exploitation. These experiences may 
provide further insights into how learners learnT Knowles 
(1970) introduced and differentiated between youth learning 
and adult learning. Gradually, learning theories for both 
adult and younger students since then have shifted towards 
a greater emphasis on student-centred learning, that of 
"cognitivist and phenomenological models" (Clark & \
Erickson, 2004, p. 45).
From a cognitive-based perspective, the context of the 
learning environment or,the situation where one learns 
plays a critical role in learning outcomes. Situated 
learning or "situativity theory" (Reimer cited in Clark & 
Erickson, p. 45) challenges "universal type laws of 
learning, which apply equally well to all contexts" (p. 45) 
and instead posits, that learning is a "social phenomenon
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resulting from the multi-faceted interactions between an 
individual and a complex set of social and cultural forces" 
(p. 45).
In theory it is generally believed that the context of 
learning environs play a critical role in learning 
outcomes. My disjointed elementary and secondary education, 
combined with personal hardships and lack of support from 
home for non-Old-Colony-Mennonite-centred education, 
confounds this theory. The contexts of my learning 
environments, both at home and at school, were not, as a 
whole, conducive to positive learning outcomes.That said, 
however, my learning contexts were influenced by multi­
faceted interactions of self with a complex set of social 
and cultural forces that may have deposited "unschooled" 
learning (Gardner, 1991), or experiential learning (Albers 
and Murphy, 2000). Out-of-school learning is knowledge 
learners bring with them to school. Burton (2004) argues, 
"Although the mind of the unschooled learner is often 
naive, and stereotypical, it nonetheless needs to be 
regularly and repeatedly recognized as a critical grounding 
for richer and deeper knowledge" (p. 557; see also Heydon & 
Iannacci, 2008). For example, I was exposed to Old Colony 
Mennonite culture, religion,and education as well as 
Canadian mainstream culture and;education. There was a
153
tension between these two cultural forces. My life was 
always in flux; there was no sense of rootedness or 
stability in terms of geography, religion, relationships, 
or finance.
It is possible that I developed an ability to be . 
flexible and open-minded: in order to adapt and survive in 
these environments. Gardner (as cited in Burton 2004) 
"argues for instruction related to the reality of . 
youngsters' lived experiences such that they are enabled to 
take multiple perspectives on.concepts, issues, and ideas" 
(p. ,557). It could well be that my lived experiences may 
have,enabled me to also take multiple perspectives on 1 
conceptsi and issues in my life outside of school. I was 
exposed first-hand to the creative survival skills employed 
by my mother and older siblings. An example of creative 
survival was provided in the proverb in chapter four^ It is 
obvious from my early education history that my learning 
was not linear or built on continuous schooling. I missed 
too many months of school for a number of years. Instead I 
believe my learning was in part facilitated by unschooled : 
knowledge.
At school my perception of self was complex, both,, 
negative and positive. On the one hand I was ostracized and 
verbally bullied by my peers, and on the other I was
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greatly influenced by teacher appreciation and 
acknowledgement of art I produced. At home I could not talk 
about what I learned at school because it contradicted long 
held cultural beliefs. For example, in elementary school, I 
talked about the first man in space landing on the moon. I 
was immediately shut down and could not discuss such 
nonsense; the school was teaching lies. I wanted to stay in 
school, so it was best to keep my learning to myself. At 
school I was ostracized and perceived as deficient (Heydon 
& Iannacci, 2008; Iannacci, 2005) and, therefore, I was not 
about to disclose the hardships I was experiencing.at home. 
I waspresented:with numerous contradictions. My home life 
stayed at home and my school life stayed at school. The two 
were not congruent; each had a silencing effect on the 
other.
■Silence is symptomatic of women, who have for various 
reasons have not been able to express their thoughts and 
beliefs. Belenky etal. (1986) conducted an extensive study 
concerning women without voice and found a common 
denominator that permeated these women's lives. The women's 
silence was rooted in their understanding that "words were 
used to separate and diminish people, not to connect and 
empower them. The silent women worried that they would be 
punished just for using words - any words" (p.24). I too
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chose silence as a youngster. If I engaged in dialogue at 
home about what I was learning at school I was afraid that 
I would not be allowed to continue going to school. If I 
talked about the dysfunction in our home, I feared further 
alienation; I was already too different from mainstream 
society.
Vygotsky (1962, 1978) postulates the importance of 
play and dialogue in child development. Play facilitates 
symbolization and meaning-making and, therefore, language 
development. Children who have opportunities for play and 
dialogue, that of speaking and listening to other's, 
facilitate a sense that one can think for oneself. I had 
many opportunities at imaginary play. I improvised^play 
with objects such as for example using sticks as steering 
devices to simulate driving and flying because we had few 
toys.-My siblings and I created battleship games on paper 
and devised our own hieroglyphics; but we had less 
opportunity for dialogue at home. L (we) could not question 
the status quo, that was tantamount to rebellion and 
subject to discipline. The development of the voice came 
much later and for me is still a work in progress.
Research Relevance
Here I address the "so what?" of my autoethnographic 
research. Why was it important? I briefly revisit a segment
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of the methodological construct of this research with 
reference to the word auto in autoethnography to answer 
these questions. The word auto refers to the 
autobiographical content of the research. I delved into two 
genres of self-study as it relates to art and education, 
namely: visual art as self-study, and personal history as 
self-study. Samaras, Hicks, and Garvey Berger (2004) 
maintain "personal history self-study researchers are 
providing support for the notion that who we are as people, 
affects who we are as teachers and consequently our 
students' learning" (p. 960); in essence, teaching is an 
autobiographical act. The teacher is the curriculum; she/he 
brings self to the classroom (Weber & Mitchell,.2004). 
Personal history self-study is vital in personal and 
educational transformation. It is an agent through which 
transformation can be made possible.
Samaras, Hicks, and Berger also note teachers' "past 
experiences create hidden personal narratives about 
education, school, and schooling that have a profound and 
sometimes intractable impact on the way teachers teach 
their students" (p. 908) . For example, how might my 
experiences of marginalization as a youngster and 
adolescent at school affect pedagogy in my classroom as 
teacher? How might my fragmented early education
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experiences shape divergent opportunities for learning? 
Feminist methodologies maintain that all research is 
political. This has resulted in a closer examination of the 
role of teacher's authority and an examination of teachers' 
personal experience as "both a source of knowledge and as a 
political commitment to oppressed groups" (p. 908).
Weber and Mitchell (2004) pose the following questions 
of self-study research in order to address the 'so what' 
aspect of the research and allow for reader reflexivity. 
They ask:
(a) whether it provokes discussion or engages a wider 
audience in meaningful conversation; (b) whether the 
audience, researcher, and/or her or his students learn 
anything that helps them better understand their own 
learning and teaching experience; (c) whether useful 
re-framings are made possible for other 
^cholars/teachers/policy-makers; (d) whether 
imaginative possibilities for future action are 
evoked: (e) whether new links with people, knowledge 
and community are facilitated; and, (f) whether 
anything transformative occurs in the doing or'the 
viewing, leading to new ways of being, (p. 1027)
The discipline of self-study research is an on-going
method that encourages personal and professional
development; in the process the teacher becomes a lifelong
learner and can realize a greater potential for agency to
effect change. To this end it is fitting to consider
Burton's (2004) comments: we live in a postmodern society
that has "precipitated a collapse of moral, aesthetic,
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intellectual, and pedagogical certainties" (p. 554). 
Teaching is no longer considered in the context of being 
fixed and singular but rather "exists in a climate of 
change and challenge" (p. 554).. If teaching is part of what 
school is all about, then research, especially self-study 
research is central to teaching.
Limitations of the Study
In the following I address two limitations of the 
study. First, it is based on a single view, that of my 
perspective of this self-study. At the heart of self-study 
is the notion of:reframing ourselves or self-transformation 
(Chang, 2008, Ellis & Bochner, 1996; Loughran, 2004; Tripp, 
1993; Van Manen, 1990) in order to understand ourselves 
better and;to improve our teaching practice. Loughran 
(2004) states that a single perspective of a situation in 
self-study may provide a limited view, but multiple views 
and interpretations of a situation provide alternative 
perspectives. I argue that my private experiences, now made 
public through this research, provide the reader 
opportunities to reflect on his/her personal experiences 
and compare his/her findings with the experiences of other 
self-study researchers. This will generate multiple views, 
interpretations, and alternative perspectives.
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Secondly, this thesis may appear to be just another 
attempt at promoting the arts and art education, or to 
further self-interest or advancement in the field. I am 
after all an art teacher and have a vested interest in. art 
education. This thesis may have, in the words of Gee (2004) 
"wrench[ed] art inside out to make it about healing and 
survival" (p. 126) to promote a ubiquitous goodness of art 
arid art education for personal gain. Gee believes the 
reason teachers teach art and students enrol in art courses 
has little to do with "made-for-public-consumption rewards 
of arts education" , (p. 126) and more to do with how art 
makes us feel. Art is multi-sensory. It provides personal 
pleasure and immerses us in engagement and emotional 
expression: "it makes us feel alive sensuously, 
emotionally, and intellectually" (p. 126). The public 
education system is one of the underpinnings of a v 
democratic society. Art education provides, a democratic 
access to art "to make whatever skills and benefits art is 
believed to provide more accessible to more people" (p. 
131).. . . . :/ '
Possibilities for Future Research
Future research might extend this thesis into the 
realms of feminist research or participatory action 
research in order to critique existing power imbalances
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that contribute to marginalization. Redekop's (1969) socio­
cultural analysis found that marginalization experienced in 
this ethnic group is imposed from within the minority group 
(p. 234) rather than from without by the dominant culture. 
Seeking to change the internal cultural norms or religious 
and gender identity practices within this culture would 
violate the essence of their cultural fabric. The 
Mennonites from Mexico are collectively segregated because 
that is central to their culture, yet'the internal 
otherness imposed from withinr seems to justify the external 
treatment of otherness or exploitation by the'dominant 
society from without. An example is the exploitation of 
Mennonite seasonal workers by Canadian farm owners (Cribb, 
1994). We, too, were one of the families who lived in 
impoverished conditions and worked as seasonal labourers. 
Our oppression was compounded by a patriarchal structure in 
which our father exploited his children for personal gain 
without sharing the profits. Future action or participatory 
research may be considered to expose both labour.and 
familial exploitation and thereby encourage policy changes 
that would alleviate labour exploitation by Canadian farm 
owners as well as offer support for families struggling 
with internal exploitation'and abuse.
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Future research might utilize ethnography to study the 
cultural survival of other minority groups living within 
dominant cultures; Mennonites from Mexico living in Canada 
are only one example. International studies may be useful 
for comparative cultural research. For example, Uygurs, 7 
Muslims living in Xinjiang, are closely linked to.the land 
and have lived in relative isolation, much like Old Colony 
Mennonites. Uygurs have until recently been the dominant 
culture in Xinjiang, but they are being displaced by 
eastern neighbours in China who are exploiting Xingjian's 
natural coal and oil resources. In order to survive 
economically, many Uygurs have chosen to adopt the Chinese 
language. Unlike minorities in Canada who seek government 
jobs, Uygurs are encouraged to join the Chinese communist 
party which requires them to renounce their religion 
(Teague, 2009). Thus, in order for the Uygurs to survive 
economically many will experience cultural extinction. 
Research into the dilemmas faced by the Uygurs would 
facilitate our understanding of cultural extinction, 
survival, and evolution.
The Mennonite Research Question Revisited
When I first considered applying to this Master of 
Education program in Curriculum. Studies I did not know what 
I wanted to research. I have a Mennonite background but,
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this was not an area I was open to investigate. Growing up 
in my particular Mennonite group had not been a positive 
experience. It had been one of:oppression, of being 
'othered', and of being so different that I did not know 
where I belonged. I rationalized that if I investigated my 
own background it would negatively implicate Mennonite : 
groups in general even though their socio-cultural 
practices were very different from my own unique ethnic 
culture of origin. I did not want to perpetuate a critical 
negative perception of the Mennonite people. My best option
i
was silence. . ,
Should I look for a less emotionally charged research 
topic? Glesne (2005) states that in order to determine a 
suitable research topic "[y]ou must be able to distinguish 
the line between your passion to understand some phenomenon 
[in my case the determination to go to school and continue 
developing my art skills] and your overinvolvement in very 
personal issues" (p. 18) that of being raised in a 
repressive or oppressive environment. Initially I believed 
researching my Mennonite origins would only reinforce my 
negative experiences. How could society benefit from 
research that might result in an increased stereotypical 
negative perception of an already marginalized ethnic and 
religious minority? How could I expect a new learning
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outcome or discovery when I was "setting out to prove 
something that [I] already believ[ed] to be true (Glesne, 
2005, p. 18). Would this just harbour and intensify what 
society believed about this particular group,and;therefore 
cast myself in a marginalized light by disclosing my 
background? What would my colleagues think? Would academia 
critique my work as non-academic, as too personal? ;
I did not want to spendmy time researching a topic 
that initially made me feel disempowered and helpless, and 
yet this very notion of disempowerment gave impetus to 
examine possible underlying issues. Stepping back as an 
observer in personal experience is difficult. Self-study 
allows for that stepping back, it is a core component of 
this type of research (Loughran, 2004). Revisiting the 
decision to research the Mennonite question and, therefore, 
the role of art and education in my life brought me to the 
beginning of this work. This thesis provides a context for 
the reader about my cultural influences, art and education 
interests, and gives name to my silence. It provides a 
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■ I was born in the state of Chihuahua, 
Mexico into an Old Colony Mennonite 
family.
■ My family moved to south-western 
Ontario.
■ I may have attended elementary school 
from October to December of 1967 before 
leaving for Mexico.
■ My family moved to Mexico.
■ My family moved to south-western 
Ontario.
■ I may not have gone to school for the 
months of May and June; our family was 
working on farms planting/picking 
seasonal crops.
■ I may have started elementary school in 
September or October at the age of 
seven.
■ It could be at this time that I won an 
art contest as well as recognition for 




My family moved to Mexico.
I was eight years old.
I attended a one-room, Old Colony 
Mennonite school in Mexico and 
completed the entire required education 
for Mennonite girls in six months.
I was able to read and recite in high- 
German.
Corporal punishment in school was 
publicly administered.
My family moved to south-western 
Ontario.
It was likely that I did not attend- 








Mar - Aug 
1983
helped work on the farm instead.
■ I most likely started school in
September or October when harvest was 
done.
■ My family moved to Manitoba.
■ Elementary school instruction was in 
English, but German was also taught.
■ I learned and recited the catechism in'
English. ; -
■ I completed grade 6 and started grade 
7.
■ My earliest report card is from Grade 
6.
■ First documentation of teacher 
acknowledgement of my drawing 
enjoyment.
■ My family moved to south-western
Ontario. .
■ I completed grades 7 and 8.
■ I received recognition for my art 
skills in grade 8.
■ I began high school at a private 
academic Mennonite school; there were 
no art classes at this school.
■ I attended three different schools 
during grade 9.
v
■ I quit school at the beginning of grade
10.
■ I started high school part-time in 
grade 10 and full-time for grades 11 
and 12.
■ I designed publicity posters and helped 
with stage set designs.
■ I graduated with an Ontario Secondary 
School Diploma; I did not complete 
grade 13.
■ I attended a private business school.
■ I obtained a diploma in banking and 










■ I applied to the University of Windsor. 
I declined acceptance.
■ I graduated from a private business 
school with a diploma in Legal 
Reception.
■ I worked in the field of insurance.
■ I applied as a mature student to the 
University of Western Ontario. I 
declined acceptance.
■ I applied as a mature student to the 
University of Western Ontario. I 
withdrew- in 1993.
2007 ■ I started undergraduate studies at the
University of Western Ontario in visual 
arts and history.
■ My artwork was accepted for inclusion 
in a juried exhibition.
■ My artwork was accepted for inclusion 
in a student-juried exhibition.
■ My collaborative art project received 
the People's Choice Award.
■ I completed an undergraduate honours 
degree with a specialization in visual 
arts and a minor in history.
■ I completed Bachelor of Education 
degree with intermediate/senior 
qualifications in art and history.
■ My artwork was featured in a solo art 
exhibition.
■ I completed a Master of Education 
degree in curriculum studies 







Autobiographical Timeline of 
crossing and Life-altering Experiences
Appendix B
■ I moved from Mexico to south-western
Ontario. ■
■ I was four years old.
■ My family moved here to work as seasonal 
labourers on farms owned by Russian 
Mennonites. We shared a common language 
(both low and high German) as well as a 
Russian Mennonite heritage (my maternal 
grandparents are Russian Mennonites and 
my mother is a Canadian Mennonite, born 
in Manitoba and relocated to Mexico by 
her adoptive parents).
■ I became a Canadian Citizen.
■ I had my first exposure to cold winters.
■ I had my first exposure to others of 
difference. Our family of 11 members 
lived in a one-room dwelling. We 
subsequently moved to an old house that 
burned down in the winter (all my family 
members escaped - I remember my feet 
being very cold).
■ We stayed in Ontario for a year and five 
months before returning to Mexico.
■ My family moved back to Mexico.
■ My family moved to south-western Ontario 
and worked on farms as seasonal 
labourers.
■ My family moved to Mexico. My oldest two 
brothers remained in Ontario.
■ I was 'other' in both Canada and Mexico; 
in Canada because of my ethnic dress, in 
Mexico because I had lived in Canada and 
had been exposed to non-Mennonite 
culture.











■ My family moved again to south-western 
Ontario, leaving Mexico permanently.
■ My family moved to Manitoba and found 
seasonal work on beet farm.
■ We lived in,a community with a high 
Mennonite demographic.
■ I was introduced to and spent time with 
my mother's biological sister, brother, 
and other cousins gaining a different 
perspective on Mennonites (my aunt, 
uncle, and cousins are Russian/Canadian 
progressive Mennonites).
■ My family once again moved to south­
western Ontario.
■ I began high school at a private 
academic Mennonite school (being able to 
attend secondary school was. 
groundbreaking).
■ I quit high school and experienced a 
loss of hope for any chance of a 
meaningful future.
■ I felt unwell physically and 
emotionally; I experienced a sudden 
onset of continuous pressure in my 
temples and underwent two neurological 
surgeries (in neck and temples)
■ I sought professional counselling.
■ I returned to high school which added a 
new sense of direction and purpose to my 
life.
■ I encountered a spiritual shift from a 
parent-led faith to a self-led faith 
that was not Old Colony Mennonite.
■ I was baptized in an evangelical 
Mennonite church that also upheld a 
patriarchcal hierarchy.
■ My faith added a sense of meaningfulness 







■ I graduated with an Ontario Secondary- 
School Diploma.
■ I did not attend my graduation because 
it was too painful to explain that I was 
not returning for grade 13.
■ I had no mentor or support to guide me 
and parents did not want me to attend
' university. I was angry and grief-
stricken over the loss of an opportunity 
for further education.
■ I had attained a sense of spiritual 
meaningfulness, but now I was supposed 
to give up what I loved most since the 
Evangelical church emphasized parental 
obedience.
■ The church that I attended fervently 
supported the teachings of evangelist 
Bill Gothard, founder of the Institute, 
in Basic Youth Conflict seminar series 
(1973) later renamed the Institute in 
Basic Life Principles (1990); Gothard's 
teachings stressed an unquestioned 
obedience to parents, particularly to 
fathers (women must obey men), which 
served to uphold a patriarchal and 
hierarchical society.
■ This teaching was instrumental in my 
initial decision to not attend 
university since I was led to believe 
that my life would not be blessed if I 
followed my passion for art and 
education (any hardships that I might 
encounter from my attempt to do so would 
be a direct result of my parental 
'disobedience'); this particular church 
promulgated 'parental obedience' 
teachings as though they were a 
foundational doctrine.
Aug ■ My parents moved to Texas. For the,first
time I was on my own and felt lost and 
alone.
Aug ■ I attended a private business school and
obtained a diploma in banking - not what 













■ I wrote an unpublished biography; I 
translated low-German into English.
■ I got married; my husband's father is 
Russian Mennonite and his mother is 
Canadian with Irish roots.
■ My first daughter was born.
■ I graduated from a private business 
school with a diploma in legal reception 
and began work in the insurance field.
■ I juggled school, parenthood, and a new 
career in same year.
■ I experienced marital difficulties; both 
of us had grown up in problematic homes.
■ I experienced both a marital separation 
and reconciliation.
■ I stayed at home full-time parenting and 
running an in-home daycare facility.
■ My second daughter was born a month 
premature; she had numerous health 
issues and frequent hospitalizations - a 
life in crisis.
■ I again experienced both a marital 
separation (January) reconciliation 
(June).
■ I experienced a marital separation once 
more.
■ I worked as a cashier and later as a 
bookkeeper.
■ I experienced another marital 
reconciliation.
■ My youngest daughter fell critically ill 
and was hospitalized; she continues to 
experience difficulties as a result.’
■ I had a heart-to-heart talk with my mom 
after she was diagnosed with terminal 
cancer. She disclosed that if she were 
to live her life again she would not 











was not an option in her culture, it was 
acceptable to separate under her 
circumstances given my father's abuse 
and frequent abandonment). She also 
expressed a changed view concerning 
education; it was no longer considered 
wrong.
■ Aspects of my married life mirrored my 
mother's.
■ My mother passed away in July; I lost my 
best friend.
■ My marriage was dissolved.
2003 ■ I worked in commercial insurance.
■ I started undergraduate studies at the 
University of Western Ontario in visual 
arts and history.
■ I completed an undergraduate honours 
degree with a ’specialization in visual 
arts and a minor in history.
■ I served one year as teaching assistant 
and intern for a first-year university 
studio course.
■ I completed a Bachelor of Education 
degree with intermediate/senior 
qualifications in art and history.
I had a solo art exhibition.
. ■ I began a Master of Education degree in 
curriculum studies with a focus on art 
education.
■ My oldest daughter gained entrance into 
the Ontario Veterinary School.
■ I landed my first teaching position - 
one semester teaching visual arts full­
time.
■ I completed my Master of Education 
degree in curriculum studies 
specializing in art education.
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Mennonites around the World
Appendix C
Continent Country Members Total
Africa
(21 countries)





























Total ' 1, 616,126
These statistics were compiled during the Mennonite World 
Conference in 2009. The listed members are not necessarily 
members of the Mennonite World Conference. The numbers 
reflect members who have been baptized as Mennonite, 
Brethren in Christ, or other related faiths. The table 
indicates the continents that host Mennonite populations, 
the number of countries, and indicate the two countries in 
each continent with the highest populations. Mexico ranks 
the second highest in Central America. More details can be 
found on the Mennonite World Conference website at www.mwc- 
cmm.org.
Appendix D
Grade 10 Art: Drawing and Watercolour Portfolio
. / C  - /
D
These drawings were derived from pop culture images, 
magazine photographs, and self-constructions.
185
The three cast members from Charlie's Angels Kate Jackson, 
Farrah Fawcett, and Jaclyn Smith, as well as Pamela Sue 
Martin from the Nancy Drew series in the late 1970s. These 
drawings indicate how popular culture influenced my 
artwork.
186
These were experimentations with watercolour portraiture.
187
These drawings are examples of my landscape, sculpture, and 
animal renderings.
188
These drawings typify my experimentations with landscape 
and still-life drawing and painting.
